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Abstract 
This research investigates the relationship between parental socio economic 
status and girls’ career aspirations. The main objective was to determine the links 
between family background and the choices girls make when considering their 
futures.  Drawing on the theory of cultural capital as articulated by Bourdieu and the 
figures produced by the Bradley Report's investigation of access to higher education 
there appeared a need to pursue this research in the context of Australian and, 
specifically, Queensland State Schools.   
The research was conducted using a quantitative approach with additional 
qualitative analysis of current practices. The quantitative data was analysed to 
investigate whether there is a relationship between family background and career 
aspirations.   
The outcomes of this study found that female students’ aspirations are 
influenced by parental background in a variety of significant ways. Students whose 
mother had completed either year 10 or year 12 were more likely to aspire to attend 
university at the completion of their secondary education than to pursue further 
education at TAFE.  Students whose fathers had reached the highest level of 
education to year 10 or 12, were more likely to aspire to attend university than to 
directly enter the work force either part or fulltime.  It was determined that the school 
attended for secondary education also had an influence on a female student’s future 
aspirations. Students at North Brisbane State High School were more likely to pursue 
university as a future pathway than to have no articulated aspiration as compared to a 
student at South Coast State High School with slightly different demographics.  An 
understanding of parental influences will assist schools in understanding girls’ future 
aspirations, in order to provide future options in secondary schooling.  
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 Chapter 1: Introduction 1 
1. Introduction 
This study explores the relationship between parents' family background and their 
daughters’ career aspirations. Using existing secondary data available to school guidance 
counsellors, the study sought to determine whether there are links between family 
background and the choices girls make when considering their futures. This introductory 
chapter outlines the background of the project (Section 1.1) taking into consideration both the 
Bradley Report (Aust. Dept. of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2008) and 
briefly acknowledging Bourdieu to provide a background to the research.  Following this the 
context of the project is presented (Section 1.2), providing an overview of the major foci of 
the study. The objectives of the study are described in Section 1.3.  The importance of the 
research in terms of the topic, the methodology and the gap in the literature are addressed in 
Section 1.4. Together, these sections explain the significance of this research. Finally, the 
introduction includes an outline of the remaining chapters of the document (Section 1.5). 
1.1  Background 
According to the Bradley Report (Aust. Dept. of Education, Employment and Workplace 
Relations, 2008), access to higher education for people from lower socio economic 
backgrounds is less than 16% of total university enrolments. From 1998 to 2007 in Australia, 
tertiary participation of students from the lowest 25% of the socio economic scale had only 
increased by 1% (Somerville, 2013).  The Bradley Report identified that students from a high 
socio economic background are more likely to attend university than a student from a low 
socio economic background and, according to the same report, many students from lower 
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socio economic backgrounds tend to enrol in ’caring professions’ such as nurses or teachers 
with very few pursuing the fields of medicine, dentistry or the like.  These figures are of 
considerable concern as it has been identified that, as a nation, we require a larger number of 
well-qualified people to anticipate and meet the needs of the global economy.   
These figures from the Bradley Report, clearly indicate that there is insufficient access to 
higher education for disadvantaged groups.  The Queensland Council of Social Service 
(2013) states that, for many individuals, a good education, that is sustained and positive, is 
the key to reducing disadvantage.  Furthermore this concept is not limited to the individual 
but to the extended community.  Measures are being taken to address these concerns through 
funded programs in Australia such as the Widening Participation Initiative (as discussed by 
Gale & Parker, 2013). 
The Bradley Report (Aust. Dept. of Education and Workplace Relations, 2008) and the 
Widening Participation Initiative (as discussed by Gale & Parker, 2013) are targeting a 
considerable improvement in higher education participation rates for underrepresented groups 
such as those from low socio economic or Indigenous backgrounds. Despite upcoming 
changes in funding, the aim is that there will be an increase in the uptake of higher education 
by students from low socio economic backgrounds (based on postcode) to 20% by 2020, with 
a completion rate of at least 95% of that for high socio economic status students (Aus. Dept. 
of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2008).  The Bradley Report claims that 
this increase in higher education participation rates of students from low socio economic 
families would build a more buoyant economy and society.   
The Higher Education Participation Programme (HEPP) supports the government in 
reaching its objective of ensuring that those students from disadvantaged backgrounds who 
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aspire and have the ability, to attend university get such an opportunity and are supported to 
succeed.  The HEPP, which engages with Martin Indicators of Disadvantage, replaces the 
former Higher Education Participation and Partnerships Programme (HEPPP) which only 
concentrated on low SES.  The HEPP provides funding to assist universities in improving 
courses for undergraduates from low socio economic backgrounds.  This funding also 
provides support in improving the completion and retention rates of students from these same 
backgrounds. Arrangements with the HEPPP are currently in place until the completion of 
the 2014 calendar year, however there is a commitment of funding by the HEPP up to 2017 
(Australian Government, 2014a).    
The Budget 2014-2015 announcements from the federal government with respect to 
higher education, acknowledged the importance of further education for the economic 
success of the Australian society.  The Australian Government (2014b) has stated that the 
higher education sector has been held back and lacks a competitive edge when compared to 
university sectors internationally.  It therefore announced that, from 2016, universities can set 
their own tuition fees. While this news has received a mixed reaction within the education 
sector, the federal government believes that this will provide opportunities for universities to 
innovate and create, improving the quality of programs delivered, however some fear that 
access will be even more restricted for students from low socio economic backgrounds.  
 Proponents of the new funding models suggest this is not the case. For future students, 
course costs will not require upfront payment, as is the case currently, however actual course 
costs will vary between courses and institutions.   Students will still be eligible for higher 
educational loans and, one in five dollars from the additional fees will be used to provide 
scholarships to students from disadvantaged backgrounds (Australian Government, 2014b).  
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Many, however, do believe that this shift to a demand driven basis of enrolment, will put the 
targets previously outlined by the Bradley Report at risk.  There is a distinct need to increase 
the numbers participating in higher education and one solution offered is to consider the 
groups who are currently under represented.   
The Bradley Report (Aust. Dept. of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 
2008) found that, as a country, there is a need for an internationally competitive higher 
education system to maintain our high standard of living.  The report also found that a 
minority of students attending university do not come directly from secondary school.  This 
minority includes those from backgrounds including disadvantaged groups, particularly those 
from lower socio economic status.  The underrepresentation of these disadvantaged groups 
overall can be explained by Bourdieu’s theory of capital (Bourdieu, 2013) whereby the social 
and cultural capital of a family, as indicated by education and income, is generationally 
perpetuated or reproduced.  That is to say, those families from lower socio economic 
backgrounds may not participate in higher education as this has not been something 
generationally possible, accessible or encouraged.  This is a reflection of the cultural capital 
or social capital of individuals and families which can be advantageous or disadvantageous.   
Cultural capital (i.e. the culture that is valued) includes economic, aesthetic and cultural 
preferences, including links to university, as well as a family’s monetary wealth. Cultural 
capital also includes particular, privileged behavioural knowledge and thought, (habitus) 
along with social capital; networks and interactions that allow them to understand the field.  
The boundaries class imposes on education are highly influential on shaping a student’s 
opportunities, as well as ambitions and aspirations (Fuller, 2009).  
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Bourdieu explains the impact of a complex array of dispositions, experiences and 
material attributes that are perceived as having value and which may predispose a person to 
be university-bound. Critical to the tertiary participation rates from disadvantaged groups is 
the need to overcome barriers that are often pre-existing and pre-established (Alloway & 
Dalley-Trim, 2009) as obstacles in a field in which some people will hold no power, and 
which hinder the disadvantaged group’s involvement. These obstacles can include, though are 
not restricted to, financial hardship which makes it difficult to access opportunities (Alsop, 
Gonzalez-Arnal & Kilkey, 2008). For example, in Somerville’s study (2013), a group of 
mothers clearly articulated that finance was a major barrier in their daughters choosing a 
career requiring higher education.  
Economic barriers affect many young Australians. For instance, in Queensland one in 
eight children are living in poverty or disadvantage, while nationally a total of 528 900 
children are living in households where no parent or dependent above the age of 15 is 
employed.  That is, in 2009, nearly 70% of poor children lived in jobless households 
(Queensland Council of Social Service, 2013). The impact of this on society and individuals 
is both short and long term and means many families have had little or no experience of the 
potential benefits of education. That some families may not see a place for themselves in 
higher education may be attributed to the family’s habitus1 in line with Bourdieu’s theory of 
cultural capital (Bourdieu, 2006).  
In addition, families from poorer backgrounds have a reduced number of aspirational 
connections and, for many, tertiary education is a foreign concept. Where students have 
limited opportunities for envisaging their future, their capacity to aspire is affected 
                                                 
1 An explanation of habitus is given in Chapter 2 
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(Somerville, 2013).   The Bradley Report (Aust. Dept. of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations, 2008) indicated several key areas of focus to improve disadvantaged 
students’ opportunities to access higher education.  This report indicated that families play a 
role in preparing their children and establishing a significant platform of future intention.  
Regardless of where, or if, the parents work, irrespective of the amount of money that is 
available to support the family’s daily needs and with an honest belief in their child’s future, 
parents can build aspiration and desire within their child to explore all options for their 
future.  Key to this is an awareness of higher education, educational attainment and aspiration 
to participate. 
The Bradley Report (Aust. Dept. of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 
2008), Higher Education Participation Programme (2014) and the Queensland Council of 
Social Service (2013) raise realistic and valid considerations which have shaped this project. 
Bourdieu states that the cultural capital of socio economic groups either drives a student to 
pursue or consider higher education, or makes this an unlikely option (Mahar, Harker & 
Wilkes, 1990).  The Bradley Report demonstrates, through the use of empirical evidence 
including poignant statistics, that very few students from the lower end of the socio economic 
spectrum do seek higher educational opportunities.  In both Bourdieu (1996) and the Bradley 
Report (2008) there is agreement that education is the tool that will enhance these students’ 
lives.  
The Bradley Report has shown that students from disadvantaged groups can achieve 
success, as measured by completion rates, in their course of study.  This aids the development 
of a more knowledgeable and highly skilled workforce and improves participants’ social 
chances. Bourdieu, similarly, sees the educational setting as a forum for improving societal 
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position as represented by cultural capital. However, he also states that education is an 
avenue that perpetuates advantage (Bourdieu, 1996).  
How, then, can students with little cultural capital forge new pathways for future interests 
if they do not know how to, or do not have, access to opportunities, such as education and 
guidance, that will enable them to access advantage?  It is here the project begins to ask 
whether cultural capital does impact on the educational choices of students from lower socio 
economic families and subsequently the career choices of the same students. 
1.2 Context 
Each year, the Courier Mail publishes data on a number of school outcomes as identified 
by student results.  This league table of school leavers’ results shows the outcomes for both 
the public and private schools in Queensland.  In Queensland, the data presented shows the 
distribution of Overall Position (OP) results, achievement of certificates I – IV and the 
overall number of Queensland Certificates of Education (QCE) obtained by students from 
each school.  For many, the nature of the data is viewed as performance indicators and is used 
as a mechanism by some parents for selection of appropriate secondary schooling for their 
child.  The data, as presented in the Courier Mail are also ranked to indicate “the higher 
performing schools”.  Supporting articles outline the deficits and successes of schools within 
the league table. The data, as presented, are interpreted as a reflection of a school’s overall 
performances, not necessarily those of individual students.   
Principals accountable to their employers, whether that is Education Queensland or 
independent and Catholic boards, are regularly called to focus on the outcomes presented and 
the strategies put in place to show they have value added to their cohorts.  Schools strive to 
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ensure they have provided the utmost support and education levels possible to ensure the data 
that are presented each year are a true and accurate representation of the quality of education 
provided for each child enrolled. As a result, some schools will employ “experts” to help with 
a school’s improvement agenda and will provide data analysis in an effort to optimise student 
outcomes.  Many of the private schools and elite public schools require little additional 
support as they have the social capital present within their cohorts.  Many students in private 
schools are from middle or upper class families of doctors, lawyers and the like and are 
typical evidence of Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital reproduction. Unlike the private 
schools most public schools educate students from generations of working or middle class 
families.   
Schools are becoming good at interpreting and analysing the data.  Schools are 
concerned with what they can do for the individual holistically, to develop self-aspirations, 
particularly with a focus on career goals. No matter their social class, schools, and parents 
have a responsibility to ensure their respective student or child has been provided with the 
opportunity to explore all their further educational options. This project will endeavour to 
establish what data from individual cohorts may be used to explore expected outcomes for 
female adolescents as a sub-group, identify how schools can overcome negative suggestions 
that may arise and support and enhance the capabilities of schools as they strive to provide 
individualized, differentiated opportunities for all students to realise their optimal potential.  
1.3 Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to examine the possibility of a link between parents ’ 
educational and employment history and a daughter’s educational and future career outcomes. 
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Education and economics are two domains regularly used in research that provide clear 
information with respect to poverty and disadvantage. By considering family factors such as 
economic and educational status in steering these female students towards their futures, the 
study will seek to clarify whether the family context, in terms of socio economic status and 
educational value and status, will limit students’ aspirations and choices, or inspire students to 
gain career ambition. The direction of this study was to explore whether familial backgrounds 
do influence the destiny of future generations.  
This study employed quantitative analysis to explore relationships between familial 
factors and outcomes.  It also sought to discover whether attendance at specific schools might 
make a difference to student aspirations.   The quantitative analysis of the project included an 
analysis of recent pre-existing school-based data.  Evans (2009) provides reminders that in 
structuring working-class girls' aspirations about higher education the effects of material 
inequality and gender expectations is often neglected. This analysis could inform schools as 
to whether career preparation in schools can overcome any disadvantage to female secondary 
students to ensure optimal outcomes are achieved. If this is the case the project will also 
make recommendations that could support change. 
Bourdieu (1996) articulates how cultural capital is used as a social strategy to hold or 
gain status and respect in society. That is to say people with higher social and cultural capital 
such as education and higher income hold higher “standing” in society and perpetuate this 
inter-generationally to maintain that standing. As part of this, children from these higher 
societal positions are held to similar expectations of education and career/income to support 
their ongoing status.  Similarly, children from families seen to have a lesser standing in 
society, that is with respect to education and income level, often live up or live down to 
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expectations that reproduce that status.  It is then reasonable to hypothesise that parents’ 
social class affects children’s aspirations for the future. To investigate this, the study will 
respond to the following research questions: 
1. Is parental educational background related to the career aspirations and outcomes 
of adolescent girls? 
2. Is parental occupational prestige related to the career aspirations and outcomes of 
adolescent girls? 
3. Is secondary school of attendance related to the career aspirations and outcomes 
of adolescent girls? 
1.4 Significance, Scope, and Definitions 
Young girls from early childhood, role-play and fantasise about their occupational 
futures as they become more curious about the world around them. Over thirty years ago, 
Super (1980) argued that these fantasies become increasingly more realistic as the developing 
teenager becomes more comfortable with her capabilities and establishes a more articulated 
version of her interests (Gottfredson, 1996).  This aligns to Bourdieu (Grenfell, 2008) as he 
explains the reconciliation of an individual’s social background and individual agency.   
Drawing in part on Bourdieu, Grenfell(2008, p51), suggests that one’s past and present 
circumstances, for example, family background and education, create a structured state which 
then informs the structuring of their present and future choices all within the systematic 
structure; that is, one of order.  In other words, as young girls work to align their outer 
experiences and circumstances of the past and present with their evolving inner self, the time 
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arises where they are expected to make critical decisions about their future. While Bourdieu, 
as understood by Grenfell (2008), is concerned with sociological explanations, popular 
psychological explanations perceive life choices as involving more individual choices.  Both 
the sociological and psychological paradigms share a concern about the need for equitable 
opportunities for young people.  
For instance, from a psychological perspective, Francis (2002), discusses how this 
critical time in the young females educational and life journey, future education and 
occupational trajectories become a significant consideration.  Setting educational goals, 
formulating strategies to achieve these goals and putting these into practice are crucial steps 
to the attainment of their goals.  The time spent considering and discussing their futures 
increases, yet it is during this time we also experience a decline in the time spent with 
parents.  The girls imagine themselves and their future as one factor in the establishment of 
female students’ career.   
While this study is most influenced by the sociological perspective as aligned with 
Bourdieu, schools are more heavily influenced by psychological and developmental 
discourses, which claims that developing female adolescents may or may not feel confident 
in their academic interest, involvement and consequentially their career directions and 
attainment. However 'self-concept' (a psychological construct) conceals the socio economic 
factors that play a large part in determining career aspirations. The social field in which they 
have been raised and the external influences during this time, including the omission of 
positive, academically motivated images in the popular media, the home or even at school, 
can devalue the importance or significance of such educational and career aspirations in 
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female students, particularly as related to social class (Morrison Gutman & Eccles, 2007).  A 
psychological or developmental perspective is complicated by Bourdieu’s theories, as one’s 
self-concept is formed through experiences and surrounds and is therefore linked to habitus, 
which are, in turn, limited or enhanced by the cultural capital of the family.   
This study uses a quantitative approach to analysing data.  The data used is consistent 
across Queensland schools and therefore the research conducted for this study is transferable 
and the method reproducible in further studies. Similar analysis could be transferable across 
schools to identify predictors individual schools need to be aware of in overcoming school or 
cohort disadvantage.  All schools, including State and Independent schools, record and report 
data at a number of key junctures.  Senior Educational and Training (SET) Plans are 
mandatory in preparation for a student ’s senior education and are conducted before the 
completion of year 10. The implementation of SET Plans forms part of a tracking system to 
monitor students ’  expected destinations. Schools are able to modify these to suit the 
individual school’s needs, however the overall information gathered is similar from school to 
school.  These data provide a clear articulation of a student’s intention in terms of their 
aspirations (SET Plan information).  As such this information is useful to the project ’s 
enquiry into girls’ career aspirations as it enables a determination to be made as to whether a 
relationship exists between the articulated aspiration and families’ socio economic 
background. In the event that one does exist, it may provide an opportunity for schools and 
families to intervene in the pursuit of optimising outcomes.  
The literature supports the direction of the project and affirms a clear belief and 
understanding through the work of Bourdieu that cultural capital has an impact on the next 
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generation’s achievements. The Bradley Report shows that currently, higher education is not 
as openly accessible to the lower socio economic spectrum of cultural capital, yet when it is 
undertaken, the completion rate is above those of more affluent counterparts (Aust. Dept. of 
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2008). However, the missing link is that, 
despite recognising the connection between social class and aspiration, there is little to verify 
this and less Australian evidence to suggest how better outcomes can be redirected through 
appropriate strategies. The literature review indicates that girls are often highly influenced by 
their surrounds. Their childhood dreams of becoming nurses, doctors, fire personnel or police 
women change as peer groups and family dynamics change (Morrison Gutman & Eccles, 
2007). For girls with few economic or social advantages, the dreams they had when very 
young disappear as the effects of cultural capital grow stronger throughout secondary school. 
1.5 Thesis Outline 
The following chapter (Chapter 2) presents the Literature Review.  The Literature 
Review considers the literature in two major sections. The first key section of the Literature 
Review positions this research conceptually, on the theories of Bourdieu.  Critical to this is 
the understanding of his work on habitus, field and capital and it is in this section that an 
overview is provided.  From here the Literature Review considers the link between education 
and cultural capital before providing an overall summary of this portion of the literature 
review.  
The second section of the Literature Review considers a range of authors and their 
studies and interests with respect to parental influence on young peoples’ career aspirations. 
This section includes a brief review of gender literature as this study focuses on girls as a 
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distinct group. The literature is also reviewed with respect to the implicit expectations parents 
place on their female children, typically from birth.   Following this is a discussion of the 
effect of parent’s social class on young peoples’ aspirations in particular with respect to their 
financial positioning and cultural capital. The third and final factor of parental influence 
discussed is the influence of educational levels of parents and the implications of that.   
Chapter 3 outlines the Methodology and Research Design of the study. This chapter 
highlights the sample selection process and the participant group, clearly articulating the 
background of the sample site.  The data sources and the analysis of the data including an 
explanation of the quantitative process is outlined in this chapter, drawing to a final 
conclusion including validity of the data and process.   
Chapter 4 provides the results of the analysis including points of significance. These 
results are discussed with respect to the research questions and the literature in Chapter 5 
drawing to a final summary in the concluding chapter, Chapter 6. 
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2. Literature Review 
The literature review is comprised of two key sections reviewing and analysing the 
related literature.  The first phase of the literature review, Section 2.2, reviews the literature 
with respect to the context, the parental factors of significance and literature related to the 
particular focus on girls in this study.  That is, a brief review of gender literature and context 
is included with respect to parents’ expectations, social class, and education levels. A final 
summary is provided. 
This review expands on three significant areas affecting female students ’  career 
aspirations. Career aspirations and career expectations are two terms relevant to this study, 
however throughout the literature they are often used interchangeably. In analysing the 
literature, it is important that definitions are clarified to ensure a comprehensive 
understanding of their use.  Career aspirations refers to the occupation a student hopes to 
achieve; the dream occupation.  This differs from the term career expectation which implies 
the realistic and actually attainable occupation; the occupation that the student is most likely 
to work in (Domenico & Jones, 2006).  As such a gap can often exist between career 
aspirations and career expectations.  A contextual development approach is outlined in 
Section 2.2.1. Discussion of the influence of parental expectations on adolescent girls’ career 
aspiration (Section 2.2.2) is followed by consideration of the impact of the socio economic 
status of the parents (Section 2.2.3). Additionally, the educational level of the parents 
(Section 2.2.3) is considered in this literature review.   Finally, before conclusions are made 
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and the review is summarised, (Section 2.2.5) some of the literature on gender and aspiration 
is reviewed (Section 2.2.4). 
Given the need to better understand the higher education issues identified in the Bradley 
Report, the second part, Section 2.3, considers Bourdieu’s work over the past 40 years on 
cultural capital.  In this section, three of Bourdieu’s key terms of cultural capital - habitus, 
field and capital - are outlined. This section also outlines a review of some of the literature 
based on cultural capital and its impact on education.   
A visual representation of the literature review is outlined below.  
 
 
Figure 2.1: Framework for literature review 
 
Literature 
review key 
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2.1  Introduction 
As previously indicated, the Bradley Report points out that less than 16% of young 
people from lower socio economic backgrounds access higher education in Australia. 
Although it is difficult to make direct international comparisons of low socio economic 
university participation rates, it is worthwhile to note the following participation rates as 
identified in the same report.  In the United Kingdom, participation rates from low socio 
economic students fell below the bench mark of 50% to 29%, while in the United States, for 
every low socio economic participant involved in university approximately 25 high socio 
economic students attend.  The United Kingdom also showed a link between class 
background and participation rates.  Only 60% of 16 year olds were in full time higher 
education if their parents were in working class occupations, compared to 87% of children 
with parents from middle class professional occupations (Fuller, 2009).  
The recommendations of the Bradley Report are aimed at informing the Widening 
Participation initiative to improve the participation rates of underrepresented groups in higher 
education in Australia, with an initial target of 20% by 2020.  Such an improvement in 
participation rates and ultimately completion rates of the lower socio economic students will 
support a more highly equipped and educated society that will support a more robust society 
and economy. Overcoming the barriers that exist is critical to the improved participation of 
disadvantaged groups. 
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2.2 The parental and gender context 
The impact of schooling on girls’ aspirations in particular has been noted in recent years. 
For example, Evans (2009) claims that working-class girls are especially disadvantaged by 
family expectations which limit their social mobility. Similarly, Archer & Leathwood (2003, 
p.228) suggest that “working-class girls/women are largely ignored and rendered ‘invisible’ 
within educational policy”.  In the decision to focus on girls aspirations, this research 
addresses a need to examine the impact of family background on girls as an oft-ignored sub-
group. Furthermore, Novakovic & Fouad (2013) found, in a multinomial regression similar to 
this one, that mother’s work status outside of the home had an impact on girls’ career choices. 
While the Bradley Report (Aust. Dept. of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 
2008) suggests that working-class girls do slightly better than boys once they enter university, 
it would be incorrect to suggest that there are no issues with respect to gender equality. Thus 
looking at parental influence on girls is emerging as an important field of study.  
Parents, both explicitly and implicitly, influence their daughters ’  aspirations and 
interests, in particular with respect to their educational pathways and future options (Eccles, 
2007).  Parents embrace a range of personal experiences, beliefs and values through their own 
lives, and, as previously stated through their own cultural capital, which direct them with 
respect to their own decisions around education and career.  These experiences further 
support these parents as they grapple with professional and personal choices and in dealing 
with a variety of situations, finally steering their parenting practices and consequently, the 
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motivation and interest levels of their growing daughters (Frenzel, Goetz, Pekrun & Watt, 
2010).   
In the context of parental influence, several key factors are identified as having a 
significant level of influence on a child’s value development, aspirations and opportunities 
and the consequent decisions from these. These factors influence parents’ own expectations 
for their child.  They include the socio economic status and prestige of the family and the 
level of education their parents have completed.  These two factors are considered in the 
following sections of this chapter along with an exploration of literature focusing on female 
aspirations.   
The first portion of the literature review (Section 2.3.1) considers the contextual 
development approach and the relevance of a single sex study in the context of historical 
gender studies. The second phase of the literature review, (Section 2.3.2) reflects on familial 
factors that influence aspiration and reviews the indirect role of parental expectation on 
female teenagers ’  career aspirations.  This section is reviewed with the intention of 
identifying key areas, from previous studies, to establish a comprehensive understanding of 
the full dynamic influencing the career aspirations of teenage girls and the reality of career 
attainment particularly as related to the impact of socio economic status.   
The messages passed on to adolescents both directly and indirectly form the basis for 
aspirations that influence female students in their career dreams. Parental self-concept, 
values, beliefs, expectations and, most importantly, opportunities have been influenced by 
their own cultural capital (or lack of it), experience and current position in terms of their 
income and educational levels achieved.  Consequently, it is important to consider income 
and socio economic status as having a role in the developing students’ career aspirations. 
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Taking parental income and socio economic status into consideration, this section reviews the 
literature with respect to the role this plays in development of female students’ ultimate career 
pathways.   Subsequently, the impact parental education has on career beliefs and 
opportunities are discussed.  
2.2.1  A Contextual Development Approach 
Recently in the Blacktown Learning Community (Somerville, et al., 2013), a study was 
undertaken that considered students’ aspirations from the perspective of the students, their 
parents and teaching staff.  This study across five schools was fuelled by the findings of the 
Bradley report and funded by the Higher Education Participation Program in an attempt to 
understand and, as necessary, overcome barriers to tertiary study.  These barriers are 
identified in the Bradley Report as preventing disadvantaged students, from key equity 
groups, from aspiring to further education and from becoming aware of, aspiring to and 
attaining positions in higher educational courses.   
The study explored the aspiration trajectories of the students. It identified the enablers 
and barriers to their participation, leading to the facilitation of strategies to assist in 
overcoming the shortcomings for student participation. Of particular interest is the feedback 
from the secondary students, parents and teachers on aspirations and limiting factors. Both 
the parents and the teachers felt that the socio economic status of the family was a limiting 
factor in a child’s career and educational aspiration.  Clearly students’ career and further study 
aspirations are shaped over time.   
Similar findings arose from both the Student Trajectory Aspiration Research (STAR) 
project (Somerville, et al., 2013), and from Ashby and Schoon’s research (2010), in  that both 
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the parent and teacher focus groups believed that families’ socio economic status impacts on 
student’s future aspiration.  Ashby and Schoon (2010) tested eighteen hypotheses related to a 
contextual development framework that specified pathways linking a family’s socio economic 
background to adult status attainment and earnings. Through this analysis it was established 
that adolescents, who aspired to a higher education and a professional job, were more likely 
to come from families with higher income. It was also established that the occupational 
ambition of an adolescent is related to family income.  Similarly, mid to high socio economic 
status students in the Blacktown Learning Community project (Somerville, et al., 2013) were 
more likely to select a high status and high income profession as their career of choice. A 
highly reduced number, in comparison, from the lower socio economic status groupings were 
likely to select this type of option, particularly if tertiary studies were involved.   
Ashby and Schoon (2010) were also interested in gender differences and, through their 
correlation analysis, were able to identify gender differences in some of the variables they 
analysed. The analysis recognised that teenage ambition was significantly higher for females 
than males in the higher income families.  Additionally, female adolescents from higher 
income families did place more value on a high expectation, more prestigious job, than girls 
from lower income families. In the STAR project, despite a mixture of career choices there 
was a clearly defined gender pattern which showed the aspirations of girls were lower than 
that of boys of the same age (Somerville, et al., 2013).  The study also found that boys in this 
study, in one particular school, were disproportionally orientated towards the computer 
industry or to professional sport while many girls opted for careers seen to be glamorous and 
more ambiguous with respect to higher educational requirements.  Somerville (2013) found 
mothers overtly encouraged their daughters into jobs where they “had something to fall back 
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on” to ensure they were employable and to avoid being future poor with regards to aspiration.   
This research indicates that over time, female aspirations, can be lower based on family 
attitude to gender roles and circumstances. 
The diagram below, Error! Reference source not found.2, visually represents the 
model that Ashby and Schoon (2010) were testing.  Like this study, the links between family 
and future aspirations are included and identified as key foci in the understanding of the final 
destinations of adolescents as they reach adulthood.  The model acknowledges parent social 
status as a factor of influence from birth, which aligns with Bourdieu ’ s theories of 
generational moulding of habitus and thereby, social status.  The diagram is explicit in how 
each variable fits within the model.  The circled variables represent latent variables while 
those in the rectangles are referred to as the manifest or measured variables.  That is, for 
example, family income is directly measured while parental educational aspirations present 
latent or higher order variables with a number of measured variables representing a particular 
construct.  Their study (Ashby &Schoon, 2010) is clearly cogniscent of key factors that 
influence a child’s journey and implicitly supports the effect of key familial and school 
predictors on a young person’s journey to their future. 
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Figure 2.2: Contextual developmental model predicting social status attainment and earnings in adulthood 
(Ashby & Schoon, 2010). 
 
 
 The Green Paper (Queensland Government, 2002) acknowledged the changing 
demands education and training is having on adolescents throughout their lives.  This was the 
catalyst for reforms in the senior phase of learning.  As part of the “Smart State” agenda for 
Queensland requirements were put into place that retained students in education for longer 
and with this came actions including the transitional planning tool of the Senior Education 
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education to actively plan the students’ future trajectory. The level of engagement in this 
process by schools varies as does the amount of relevant career education. Additionally, 
implementation also responded to the diverse needs of the students, including the family 
situations (Harreveld, 2007). 
2.2.2 The external influences on female adolescents’ career aspirations.  
The	indirect	role	of	parent	expectations	on	female	adolescents’	career	aspirations	
The literature review here reflects on how the values and beliefs of parents fashion girls’ 
expectations.  It considers how a life time of messages (related to unspoken expectations 
around social class, culture and gender) impact on behaviour and choice and can steer a 
person towards an already expected destiny. Expectations of high aspirations versus those of 
low aspirations and high self-worth versus low self-worth correspond to the quality and/or 
appropriateness of pursuing a particular direction or career. For some, to overcome the 
expectations is to overcome generations of the same expectations and to challenge the usual 
future.  
Parent-adolescent relationships have been identified as the most significant influence on 
children ’s career goals (Li & Kerpelman, 2007).  It seems crucial to maintain positive 
direction with respect to career aspirations and to overcome the ever changing landscape with 
respect to relationships with peers and other influences. The quality of communication and 
the emotional relatedness within the family needs to be maintained to ensure integrity and 
congruence of their future career goals. The adolescents ’ opinions and opportunities are 
influenced by their parent’s values and beliefs, coupled with their own personal experiences 
and understandings, all of which are examples of embodied cultural capital.  
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Both the immediate and long-term outlooks of adolescent girls’ career decisions are 
positively correlated to parents’ expectations.  Related to capital, habitus and field, the home 
environment and support provided have been identified as having the one of the greatest 
influences on adolescents, with peers and media playing active roles of influence in 
secondary schools (Li & Kerpelman, 2007).   Davis-Kean (2005) goes further, and has 
identified parental expectations as a key influence on student education and career 
aspirations.  Davis-Kean is supported in her findings by Frenzel, Goetz, Pekrun and Watt 
(2010) who suggest that when a parent shows genuine interest or demonstrates a level of 
expectation they inadvertently influence their child’s own choices.   
It is these types of personal opinions that parents place on their children as expectations 
of achievement. In Somerville et al, (2013) parents openly agreed that they projected their 
own aspirations onto their children and in Somerville, (2013), as previously mentioned, 
mothers openly encouraged their daughters to pursue careers that provided a trade or skill on 
which to rely.  Often parents place these stereotypical ideals on their daughters, particularly, 
in the early stages of physical and cognitive development and these are generally based on 
stereotypical beliefs, where engineering and the sciences, historically, were male gender 
orientated careers and dependent as well on high cultural capital (Jacobs, Chhin & Bleeker, 
2006). Where the families’ overall educational expectations were high, it has been shown that 
the higher the girls’ academic achievement the higher both short and long-term educational 
goals were, all of which aligned to the expectations espoused (Kiuru, Aunola, Vouri, & 
Nurmi, 2006).  
 Parents do not necessarily recognise the messages they are giving to the child and often 
unwittingly further reinforce these as the child transitions to adolescence.  If a female student 
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has received particular messages of expectation, either implicitly or explicitly, for the past 
thirteen years, at least, then it would not be unexpected that she act and make choices based 
on the goals these messages have implied. Such messages and expectations are directly 
related to the development of an individual’s self-identity, and later, ultimately the career 
choice of that female student (Singaravelu, White & Bringaze, 2005). For example, a young 
girl, whose parents constantly place expectations on their child of the importance and use of 
feminine attributes such as, elegance, beauty and high moral ground in achieving what she 
wants, will pursue roles where she perceives this to be valued or recognised.  If the parents’ 
behaviour demonstrated towards her included their becoming subservient to her and fulfilling 
her every need, then such a child as a teenager and young woman would rely on these 
expectations and experiences to direct her with her own behaviour and choices and, as such, 
would expect others who interact with her to do so also (Jacobs, Chhin & Bleeker, 2006).   
On the other hand, a young woman, who has grown up in an environment where her 
parents have clearly articulated her value as an individual, can often see there are ways 
through, using strategies that her parents have been reinforcing, for example, including her in 
times of adversity, of modelling effort and focus as a key to achievement. Further, this young 
woman may consider her future and make choices for herself long-term, based on the 
correlation she makes between her own dispositions and inclination, and achieving what she 
sets her mind to, thus in part overcoming the challenges related to cultural capital.   
Parental beliefs and expectations can contribute to long-term outcomes for female 
adolescents.  That is, the parent’s expectations can contribute either positively or negatively 
to the choices of educational and vocational direction as female adolescents consolidate their 
career pathways (Jacobs, Chhin & Bleeker, 2006).  By affecting the children’s past and 
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present experiences, family upbringing and educational experiences have effectively “
structured” the children’s habitus on which they will “structure” their own present and, future 
practices (Grenfell, 2008) of their own occupational future. 
Parents both directly and inadvertently send messages to their children; most driven by 
their own experiences and opportunities.  Both through words and actions, parents send their 
messages.  These messages are driven by the messages they were exposed to through their 
own upbringing (Bourdieu, 1996).   Indirectly, parental expectations placed on female 
adolescents’ career aspirations are in part a result of those parental messages being reinforced, 
continually and implicitly.  These messages are received by the female adolescent and 
interpreted by her, given her own habitus. This habitus has already been shaped through the 
same process of parental reinforcement and as such provide a solid foundation for the parents 
to influence a child’s habitus and pass on an underlying expectation that may or may not 
match the aspiration and vision of the child (Joronen & Astedt-Kurki, 2005).  Messages 
received consistently will bear more meaning and place more emphasis on the adolescents’ 
own goals, reinforcing their own values, which then, once ingrained, steer the career pathway 
of female adolescents.  Conversely, messages of what could be considered inappropriate 
career choices, in the parents’ view, such as occupations seen as subservient, submissive or, 
alternatively too masculine are also communicated through the family ’ s day-to-day 
interactions.   
Parents have the opportunity and responsibility to lay the foundation for their daughters’ 
educational pathway and career aspirations. Parents, generally, provide consistency in a 
child’s growth and development; there is no debating their role is crucial.  If they fail to lay a 
foundation of possibilities and aspirations, young women are at risk of not reaching their full 
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potential.  Parents, irrespective of their personal and professional situation, try to overcome 
financial adversity or professional status, and on occasion, their own personal defeats, to 
establish a set of goals, beliefs and expectations that their child may strive to achieve.  Some 
families are hindered by previous generational experiences that have engendered a reluctance 
or disbelief in their own and their offspring’s future capacity (Bourdieu & Boltanski, 1977).   
Joronen and Astedt-Kurki (2005) found, through their study, that all adolescents, 
independent of social class, believed the key to their personal satisfaction levels in decision-
making was a comfortable home, open communication and an emotionally warm atmosphere. 
Female students particularly expressed a desire to feel accepted. They need opportunities to 
communicate their thoughts and aspirations to the people they respect. Parents’ participation 
in their futures does not conclude at adolescence, as the dynamics of their relationships with 
their children changes.  Parents have a responsibility to continue to guide their offspring.  In 
particular, in families of low cultural capital, parents should continue to encourage children 
and adolescents to challenge messages that do not align to their cultural capital regarding 
educational and career directions. 
Parents	more	influential	than	peers	and	media	
Bourdieu does not limit his theory to parents; he considers cultural capital as 
perpetuating the cycle and maintaining one in the same socio economic as generations prior 
(Swartz, 1997). Persons involved in this economic situation would mix with like persons 
from similar socio economic groupings, further fostering the high aspirations of a group or 
equally suppressing the extent and breadth of aspirations one may consider.  Similarly there 
would be a shared sense of likes and dislikes based on similar experiences.   
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Teenagers spend more time in peer groups during adolescence. Groups generally form 
out of similarities in likes and dislikes.  Peer formation stems from a range of scenarios.  
These peer groupings may be formed for a variety of reasons, however they are not limited to 
these constraints. Some groupings are lifelong friends having spent time together since early 
childhood, others evolve as they are grouped together based on subject choices, some form 
from sporting connections, and others form from geographical proximity.  Research by 
Kiuru, Aunola, Vouri, and Nurmi, (2006), has investigated the influence the peer groupings 
play on the educational outcomes of female adolescents.  As these relationships solidify, 
often the strong bonds of family forged during early and middle childhood are challenged and 
the roles their peers play in their lives should not be underestimated (Frenzel, Goetz, Pekrun, 
Watt, 2010).   
For teenagers, peer relationships grow in the level of significance to their lives. Peer 
groups are avenues for discussion, negotiation and sharing of common activities and interests.  
Peers can act as challenges to career aspirations or as resources as they encourage or 
discourage the ideas expressed by the individuals within these groups (Azmitia & Cooper, 
2001). At this critical time in the young females’ educational and life journey, future 
education and occupational trajectories become a significant consideration.  Setting 
educational goals, formulating strategies to achieve these goals and putting these into practice 
are crucial steps to the attainment of their goals.  The time spent considering and discussing 
their futures increases. Yet it is during this time they also experience a decline in the time 
spent with their parents.  Girls are seeking to establish their own identity as well as their place 
in society (Frenzel, Goetz, Pekrun, Watt, 2010).  Opinions on their futures extend beyond the 
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immediate families to those who “know them best”.  These opinions are considered highly as 
are the peers’ choices for their futures.   
The	effects	of	social	class	
  Families with valuable social and cultural capital appear to provide opportunities for 
female adolescents to view and question whom they should be.  These discussions and 
negotiations, when fully informed can influence girls to make adjustments of a positive 
nature.  The research here (Li & Kerpelman, 2007; Garg, Melanson, & Levin, 2006) has 
compared families from varying financial backgrounds and the educational expectations that 
these families place on their female children. 
Family socio economic status is one of the most influential factors on educational 
outcomes and, consequently on, career selection for adolescents (Lien, Friedstad & Klepp, 
2001). Research has shown a direct link between educational achievement and the cultural 
capital of parents (Gutman & Schoon, 2012). Further to this, the research shows that parents 
from middle class families are much more actively engaged in their child’s education.   
Parents with this cultural capital background are more likely to question and challenge 
schools where they feel there is discrepancy (Fuller, 2009). An alignment between middle 
class parents and middle class educational institutions leads to a proactive educational 
experience for all parties. Parents are more actively engaged and schools are more liberated 
in their approach.  In this environment, education valued by middle class families is seen as a 
collaborative process between the educational institution and family.  In contrast, a working 
class family sees the role of educating their child as falling predominantly on the educational 
institute and as such support with homework or after school meetings is often less 
forthcoming (Fuller, 2009).  
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The gap that exists between career aspirations and career expectations is often 
amplified in a lower socio economic family when compared to a higher socio economic status 
family of similar make up (Diemer & Hseih, 2008).  Diemer and Hseih (2008) argue that this 
is the result of adolescents from low socio economic families having limited access to 
resources related to career.  This can lead to adolescents investing less in their occupational 
future. Compounded by a limited awareness of what methods may enable them to overcome 
their social boundaries and economic standing, adolescents struggle to reduce the gap 
between their aspirational occupation and that which is expected.  Coupled with a lack of life 
chances to achieve at least the same, adolescents are bound to generations of underachieving 
(Diemer &Hseih, 2008).   
Many researchers have explored the differences that exist between high and low socio 
economic groups and the adolescents’ career directions.  Davis–Kean (2005) established that 
a correlation exists between parents’ financial status and the occupations of their children. In 
her pursuit for answers, Davis–Kean (2005) undertook research in America to support her 
beliefs with respect to parental influences. To test her theories, she used a selected group as a 
subset of a preexisting longitudinal dataset.  To ensure the outcomes were not biased, the 
researcher randomly selected only one child per family to a total of 868 participants.  In 
analysing the questionnaire responses, approximately 80% of the target group of selected 
children and their parents, confirmed the hypothesis that parent income influenced children’s 
achievement as parents modify their behaviours in accordance with their economic status.  
Therefore a correlation exists between parents’ socio economic status, and their resultant 
occupations (Davis-Kean, 2005).  
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The financial position of families influences career preparation in other ways.  The 
financial demographics can influence where the family resides. The neighbourhood can pose 
further risks and limit the opportunities of female adolescents over the course of their lives. 
Gottfredson (1996) goes as far as to say the environment of an adolescent will affect the 
development of their career aspiration. For example, parents who feel their neighbourhood is 
safe and are comfortable with it will encourage and permit their child to engage openly and 
significantly in the activities offered within that environment. If the parents lack trust in their 
surrounding area they will be more restrictive of their child’s participation in the activities 
provided in that neighbourhood and, if financially able, will enrol them in activities external 
to their home environment.  Some parents will go to the extent of restricting their 
involvement altogether, using this as a management technique when they are unable to 
financially access activities outside their community (Eccles, 2005).   This engagement in 
activities, or lack of, can impact on the child’s formation of personal goals based on the 
experiences that are being provided.  
The geographical location of both school and family is increasingly understood to be 
significant in the educational experience.  As schools grow, they create zoning boundaries, 
limiting intake.  Schools in affluent neighbourhoods, which often have higher student 
outcomes, are restrictive to student access, whereas schools in less affluent neighbourhoods 
have few or no restrictions on enrolment.  However schools in the less affluent 
neighbourhoods, are often schools to which students and their families are not particularly 
connected (Eccles, 2005).  In the case of the Blacktown Learning Community (Somerville, 
2013) a mother spoke of a vicious cycle whereby it was hard to encourage her children to 
connect with schools to achieve as high a level of education when the parent had not had a 
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great deal of success themselves. School concerns are similar to those concerns of the 
community.   Some parents might not encourage students to participate fully in the school 
environment for fear of a lack of future or for fear for their safety and/or ridicule of their 
children by others.  Some will seek to enrol their children in other schools.  However, this 
creates an added burden financially when parents are in stressful occupations, are under or 
unemployed or have little remuneration. Poor parents are not able to provide the experiences 
that align with valued cultural capital that will enhance their children’s opportunities.  Often 
parents are so overwhelmed that their capacity to provide consistent messages and a 
supportive, nurturing environment at home is compromised (Eccles, 2005).  
2.2.3 Parental education levels and their subsequent influence on educational 
achievement and career aspirations 
Evidence presented by both Domenico and Jones (2006) and Eccles and Davis (2005) 
consistently shows that teenage girls ’  educational outcomes and career aspirations are 
predicted by the educational level and occupational status of their parents.  Parents with a 
higher level of education provide greater opportunities for intellectual stimulation in their 
home that aligns with valued cultural capital.  These parents have the habitus, intellectual 
capital, belief in the benefits of, and willingness to, introduce new learning experiences 
within and external to the home environment (Eccles, 2007). Given the level of education of 
the parents themselves, they are also often more comfortable and confident to intervene in 
their children’s educational system.  They have an understanding of the educational system to 
enable them to make educational inquiries on their child’s behalf (Eccles, 2005).   
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These parents also hold greater confidence in their child’s academic ability (Eccles, 
2005) and, as such, seize opportunities to model educational processes and strategies.  By 
providing encouragement and guidance in activities, as they arise, they will support the 
developing interests of their daughters and in fact influence their occupational interests, 
which arise out of these learning experiences (Jacobs, Chhin & Bleeker, 2006).  Establishing 
strong educational aspirations in young females will lead to a greater likelihood of aspiring to 
a professional career as level of education is often synonymous with the level of profession 
one undertakes (Ashby, 2006).  By exposing their children to a range of activities and 
opportunities, parents are providing them with the capacity and belief in themselves to 
confront and solve new challenges, hence developing intrinsic motivation (Eccles, 2007). 
The types of jobs parents have, inadvertently influence the values and goals of 
adolescent females and effectively their career direction.  Career choice, in adolescent 
females, is strongly influenced by the mother’s occupation, (Garg, Melanson & Levin, 2006) 
because as young children, among other things, they are more likely to escort their mother to 
her place of employment.  Here, they experience her as a realistic role model and see her 
display, in her work environment, the values of the family (Domenico & Jones, 2006), which 
parents so often model through their own behaviours in their own homes (Eccles & Davis, 
2005).  Hence, young girls are provided an opportunity for observational learning of valued 
behaviour in a varied context, further influencing the achievement goals of these female 
adolescents (Eccles, 2007).   
Parents demonstrate their expectations of themselves and their children.  Ashby and 
Schoon (2010) established in their contextual development approach that the educational 
aspirations placed on teenage girls by their parents are significantly higher than those placed 
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on boys of the same age.  Further to this adolescents from higher income families expect to 
stay in education as they pursue professional jobs.  Eccles and Davis (2005) believe these 
expectations are more likely to be showcased in the family setting as are traits of intellectual 
curiosity and educational engagement.  
The types of jobs parents have influence the financial position of the family.  
Therefore, it is reasonable to acknowledge socio economic status, which has been attributed 
with influencing career choices with a direct correlation between low socio economic status 
and restricted career expectations (Domenico & Jones, 2006).  Conversely, those female 
adolescents from more privileged families have greater educational opportunities and 
subsequently career pathways.  Young females from families of low income base their career 
aspirations on the known experiences of their family and friends, however those from 
wealthier families have more knowledge of and, hence, choice of professional expectations 
(Domenico & Jones, 2006).  This is because those female adolescents from higher socio 
economic brackets see higher-level education as an achievable goal and, despite their 
abilities, those from poorer families do not (Garg, Melanson & Levin, 2006). 
2.2.4 Gender and its impact on career aspirations 
As Western society has evolved from historical gender role stereotypes, studies have 
considered the barriers that continue to restrain some females from considering or pursuing 
careers previously seen to be male orientated.  These studies span generations through which 
much has changed with regard to the roles males and females play both in the home and the 
work place yet similar barriers and constraints have been identified that mean gender 
distribution still remains a concern in a number of jobs. Studies have explored the impact of 
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gender as an influencing factor in a female adolescent’s career pathway (Care, Deans, & 
Brown, 2007; Ford, 2007; Taylor, Weiping Wang, VanBrackie, & Kaneda, 2003).  It would 
be remiss not to consider literature with regard to gender for this project since this project 
exclusively considers the career aspirations of female high school students.  The following 
section of this phase of the literature review highlights a number of studies that have 
undertaken analysis with gender treated as the discriminating influence and those with more 
variables than gender alone.  
 Hannah and Kahn (1989) conducted a study that reviewed occupational gender 
differences with respect to socio economic status and occupational prestige. The study 
examined the occupational choices of year 12 high school students.   The focus of this study 
was to consider gender in relation to occupational selection, that is, to what extent does 
occupational gender role or gender role socialization still play a part in student choices.  This 
study found that a significant relationship between the variables socio economic status and 
occupational prestige for students.  The study did acknowledge that these independent 
variables interact with gender with regard to aspirations.  It was determined that females of 
high socio economic backgrounds were more likely to choose historically male dominated 
occupations than females students from low socio economic backgrounds. A similarly 
focused study (Sandberg, Ehrhardt, Ince & Meyer-Bahlburg, 1991), investigating gender 
differences in career choices at two points in time determined that over time (at 8 years and 
15 years), the aspirations of respondents did not differ for boys, however for girls it did. This 
study further established that family background factors did not influence these respondents’ 
aspirations, which is in contrast to the findings of Hannah and Kahn (1989).  Both of these 
studies have drawn on the work of Garrison (1979). Garrison (1979) suggested that his study 
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established that in future there would be a reduction of gender segregation of occupations.  
He proposed through his study that factors such as deferment of marriage and child bearing, 
as well as a reduction in family sizes, were an indication of a change in family constraints 
previously hindering a female from aspiring to professional careers. According to Garrison 
(1979) these factors would contribute to changes which would ultimately impact on the work 
lives of women, and would effectively in time, change the labour force for women.  This 
change would come as a result of socio economic changes and demographics.  The differing 
perspectives of each of these studies coupled with their outcomes further inspires a gender 
investigation into the relation between career choice and family characteristics 
More recently, (Correll, 2004) also explored the relationship between gender and 
emerging career aspirations. This study explained how beliefs about gender could bias career 
choices.  In this study it was determined that the bias created impacted on an individual’s 
belief about whether they had the skill set necessary for specific career types which formed 
the basis on which decisions were made.  This study found that if the perception of students, 
their parents and even teachers be that scientific or mathematics-based careers are associated 
with males then this could bias the aspirational decisions made by female students.  For 
example, Padilla-Carmona and Martinez-Garcia (2012) found the gender distribution in 
education continues to be biased against females with 75% of all primary teachers identified 
as female while only 50% of the leadership positions are held by females.  According to 
Correll, this distribution comes from the stereotyped belief that primary teaching is a female 
role while the organisational role of administration and the leadership and authority required 
to hold such a position remains a male gender role.   
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These findings are further supported in the research of Padilla-Carmona and 
Martinez-Garcia (2012).  All three of these studies make reference to social class as being an 
additional factor that is interconnected to aspirations and the constructions of aspirational 
trajectories.  Padilla-Carmona and Martinez-Garcia (2012) believe this interaction between 
gender and social class needs to be fused together to highlight the power relations that exist in 
modern society.  Correll (2004), on the other hand, links gender to class as a method to 
establish an individual ’ s own competence in creating and supporting their aspirational 
direction.    
 Over the last decades much has been gained for women with regards to educational 
attainment. Despite this, gender inequalities continue to exist, particularly in the work force.  
The occupational opportunities available to females still falls short of those available to their 
male counterparts  (Ashby & Schoon, 2010).    Ashby and Schoon (2010) argue that those 
students from more affluent homes have more educational opportunities as well as greater 
access to resources, occupational understanding, role models and networks.  This 
investigation, studied the perspective of the parents and aimed to establish a contextual link 
between a family’s socio economic background, and adult status attainment and earnings 
within a contextual framework. The findings indicated that adolescents who aspired to a 
professional job requiring continued studies into higher education were more likely to come 
from families of higher income.  
This study also established that the ambition of an adolescent is related to family 
income. Specifically teenage ambition was significantly higher for females than males in the 
higher income families.    For example it was identified that for female adolescents, those 
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from higher income families were found to place value on higher profiled roles than those 
girls from lower income families.   
 Studies have shown that between the genders there is a distinction in the career 
patterns of males and females (Tang, Pan & Newmeyer, 2008). In the United Kingdom, a 
study by David et al (2003), showed how gender was intertwined with the choice young 
females made for future educational and career directions.  This article considered the ways 
in which family social class affected the choices of students.  Unlike a number of other 
studies, this process was informed by Bourdieu’s concept of habitus and how a parent’s 
interest and investment had an impact on the candidate’s choices. This study particularly 
investigates the role that gender and social class together play in the ultimate choice of 
educational extension as required by the career aspirations. It also identified that the schools 
involved had different approaches to male and female students.  
The gender studies that have been undertaken, particularly where gender has been 
considered as a predictive variable alongside a range of other independent factors have shown 
that gender matters. These studies have considered the gender impact on career aspirations of 
female students and have established that the decisions of female students with respect to 
future careers can be biased on a gender basis. Putting aside these findings, and not 
considering this factor in relation to other independent variables for this particular study, 
enables a more succinct analysis to be undertaken without the influence of gender.  As such 
this study reviews how the future career aspirations of female students, be related to the 
parental constraints of education level and occupational categories. 
 Further studies including Gutman and Schoon’s (2012) investigation into uncertainty 
in career aspirations have identified a strong need for exploration into the dynamics of 
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educational and career aspirations particularly as it is recognised that job availability has 
become more restricted and that, in fact, limited research has been undertaken in this specific 
field. Specifically it was established that, with respect to educational and career aspirations, 
very little work existed that factored in gender differences.  Gutman and Schoon’s (2012) 
findings established that students from lower socio economic families were more likely to be 
experiencing indecision about their career aspirations.  However, the same study found that, 
when considered in relation to a number of other factors, those with uncertain career 
directions actually performed academically better at 16 and were more likely to still be 
engaged in an educational setting at 18. This suggests that uncertainty of future aspirations 
could actually hold benefits for the educational future of students.  This is suggested to 
perhaps be a result of retaining flexibility in decision-making rather than “locking” a student 
into what may be seen as a final or only choice for their future.  The same study established a 
gender link to career aspirations and uncertainty of these projections.  Specifically, it was 
males who had greater uncertainty than female students when asked to articulate their career 
aspirations.  
 Specific career aspirations are also impacted by the financial reward and occupational 
prestige of the role.  In Australia, women earn 17.2% less than men nationally.  Specifically 
for Queensland the figure is 19.5%.  These figures are averages and in some industries the 
disparity is as much as 30%.  This impacts not only on a female’s weekly pay packet but on 
her future benefits as well (Ford, 2011).  Despite these facts, girls continue to pursue roles 
that causes them disadvantage in the current labour market.  
 From the research it can be established that, when considering the future aspirations 
and pathways of students numerous factors are influential.  While related, these factors such 
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as gender, familial status and occupational prestige, can be considered as mutually exclusive 
variables and therefore can be analysed in isolation.  Similarly such variables and the impact 
they may have on the aspirations of adolescents can be considered in combination.  
Irrespective of the method of variable analysis, it is clear that there is a gap in the research in 
testing both aspects.  As such, it is not unreasonable to pursue the career aspirations of female 
adolescents as the literature has shown career aspirations of females can be considered 
exclusively. 
2.2.5 Section Summary  
The Bradley report has put in context the issues affecting Australia’s higher education 
and the systemic direction that governments in conjunction with secondary and tertiary 
educational institutions will embark on in order to improve participation.  Projects such as the 
Blacktown Learning Community are further drilling into the core issues and generational 
beliefs that are creating barriers or contributing to the overall improvement agenda. 
Individuals within this study identified what they saw as barriers including the socio 
economic backgrounds of families as well as the educational experiences of the parents 
within this community.  These factors have been analysed and reviewed over time with 
research identifying the key significant influential factors that have the ability to influence 
developing adolescent females’ pathways, deterring them from some and promoting others.   
The factors reviewed of specific interest to this research project concern the educational 
level and occupational prestige of parents. The literature reviewed here considered these 
along with the effects of social class and the indirect role of parents’ expectations.  The 
research has identified that, at crucial junctures, these factors have the capability to support 
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an adolescent’s journey in a positive and focused pathway.  Parents are significant players in 
this process nurturing their growing children through their own values and beliefs (Jacobs, 
Chhin & Bleeker, 2006) and ensuring the strong bonds of the family forged during early and 
middle childhood are maintained (Frenzel, Goetz, Pekrun, & Watt, 2010).  Li and Kerpelman 
(2007) suggest that the daily interactions between a female student and her parents are critical 
to the shaping of her future.  This interaction is fueled by the ongoing feedback about their 
aspirations from parents which opposes or promotes their current perception and their view of 
themselves in the future.  This is further influenced by their parents’ own educational history. 
This is supported by Eccles ’ (2005) research, which concludes that a relationship exists 
between these parental factors and their children’s values. 
Research has justified treating gender as a predictor in the career aspirations of 
adolescents, linking aspirational trajectories, in some cases, to gender specific occupations or 
skill sets.  The research has also established relationships between both male and female 
adolescent career aspirations and numerous factors. In some respects the field of research has 
a breadth of concepts, however there appears to be a lack of depth and as such, opportunity 
exists to isolate a factor or a smaller number of factors and consider their impact on the career 
trajectory of adolescents, in particular the career aspirations of female adolescents. Overall 
the research supports and highlights the need for further research within this domain. 
2.3 Cultural capital 
In this study, Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital is used to attempt an explanation of 
aspiration amongst two groups of girls. For Bourdieu, cultural capital is made up of all forms 
of capital (not just economic) that impact on social mobility, and that confer power and 
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status.  The work of Pierre Bourdieu has evolved over time and has had significant impact.  
Bourdieu’s use of the term capital was in part to extend the sense of the term capital from that 
historically recognised in an economic forum.  For Bourdieu (2013), capital comes not only 
from economic status, but includes socially and economically rewarded attributes such as an 
individual’s  tastes and values which may indicate membership in  certain status groups, 
which effectively elevates that individual above others, albeit by chance.  Habitus, that is, a 
person’s lifestyle, taste, values, dispositions and expectations, can represent social advantage 
if displaying valued attributes.  While secondary students may not recognize that their habitus 
marks them as belonging to a particular social class, it has a real effect. Historically, tertiary 
study is more likely for people with certain types of habitus and to those who occupy a social 
class membership that allows them to consider entry to high status institutions such as 
universities, than others.   Capital in Bourdieu’s theories is an elaboration for the term status 
and his use of habitus is an elaboration for socialisation.  The terminology used by Bourdieu 
to explain his theory of capital has created a shift in vocabulary extending ideas of 
socialization as well as social stratification.   
Over time, educational theorists have increasingly drawn on Bourdieu’s work to examine 
inequities in education. In her book, “Schooling the rustbelt kids: making the difference in 
changing times, ”  Pat Thomson (2002) considers the forces that impact on educational 
opportunities as she presents the different scenarios of two young children as they prepare 
and are prepared for their journey into schooling. She portrays each as having a toolkit of 
prior learning that has been gathered by their individual experiences of their home life and its 
position in society. These two children have experienced life differently up until this point.  
One has been part of an extended family where the hard working parents have had an 
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incomplete and disjointed educational experience.  The other child is the offspring of highly 
educated parents and has already experienced an early childhood education and as such 
already has reading capability. This child will be attending a private school for her education 
while the first child will attend a state school within her local community.  Statistically, their 
school exiting position is anticipated to be significantly different (Thomson, 2002).  These 
two children are experiencing life from two different perspectives of capital.  To understand 
the implications of this in the long term it is important to consider Bourdieu’s work on capital 
and more specifically, cultural capital. 
Many have replicated and extended Bourdieu ’s concepts, firstly, by drawing on his 
primary work in its raw form and secondly, using his theories in their own studies.  Central to 
Bourdieu’s theory are three key terms; capital, field and habitus, and the interaction of these.  
The relationship between the three is equal.  The link between these seeks to make sense of 
the relationship between the objective social structures such as institutions and ideologies and 
the practices undertaken every day (Webb, Shirato, & Danaher, 2002).   Bourdieu presents an 
equation as a means to better understand the relationship that exists between these three terms 
and the resultant practice. “[(habitus) (capital)] + field = practice”   (Swartz, 1997, p141).  
These three terms are critical to understanding the basis of Bourdieu’s theory 
2.3.1 Three key terms of capital 
Capital	
For Bourdieu capital is comprised of more than simply the skills individuals possess, 
their disposition or financial wealth. A sociological concept, Bourdieu's theory of capital 
includes economic, cultural, social and symbolic capital, all extending beyond the mere idea 
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that income or wealth are the only indicators of privilege. He includes factors such as 
linguistic capabilities and cultural knowledge as markers of class.  Capital, according to 
Bourdieu (1984) takes time to accumulate and perpetuates opportunities to reproduce itself or 
produce profits expanding its capacity.   There are four forms of capital that Bourdieu (1986) 
refers to; economic, social, symbolic and cultural capital.   
Money and assets are what Bourdieu defines as economic capital.  It refers to financial 
wealth.  It includes items that can readily be converted into money.  Economic capital 
underpins all other forms of capital as it is able to be gained by converting any or all of the 
other forms based on the context (Bourdieu, 2013) (Webb, Shirato, & Danaher, 2002).   
Social capital includes memberships through family, religion, cultural heritage and any 
affiliations an individual may hold.   This type of capital is established through interactions 
that occur through group association.  Therefore, social capital relies heavily on networks and 
interactions. The size of the networks and the pattern of the interactions adds value.  The 
stronger the interaction the more value in the social capital.  These interactions, both with 
those less or more powerful than oneself, are also critical to the value of the social capital 
(Bourdieu, 1986).   
Symbolic capital involves the credentials (for example a university degree) or items 
(such as artwork) which gives standing for all other forms of capital.  In many ways, 
Bourdieu (2013) considered symbolic capital as one of reputation and instrumental in 
bringing about social and cultural advantage or disadvantage. 
Cultural capital includes aesthetic and cultural preferences, forms of knowledge and 
language.  Cultural capital such as links to universities and professional associations, is 
generally presented in the form of an object such as a certificate or qualification and is 
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referred to as institutionalised state of cultural capital.  Those aspects that are material in 
nature, such as books and works of art, are known as an objectified state, while those that are 
demonstrated in personal presentation and attitude are the embodied state of cultural capital.  
Bourdieu further links these four more specifically as economic and symbolic capital, where 
symbolic capital incorporates the sub types of cultural, linguistic, scientific and literary 
capital. These forms of capital are critical to Bourdieu’s concepts; through their interaction 
and influence.   
Habitus	
Habitus is one of Bourdieu’s most noted and contested concepts.  It is a concept that is 
often misunderstood or misused due to the difficulty in defining it.   Bourdieu (1993) refers to 
habitus as the subjective element of practice.    Bourdieu’s thinking, with respect to habitus, 
has been identified as starting with the idea of behaviour being regulated without rules, rather 
stemming from socially regulated practices such as working class children get working class 
jobs.  This thinking directed him to consider how one’s outer, inner and social self, shape 
each other.  He concluded that the past and present circumstances of a person, including 
factors such as family upbringing and educational experiences form the structure that shapes 
this person ’ s present and future practices (structuring). Habitus consolidates the 
predisposition, tendencies and inclinations of an individual into a system of dispositions 
which are understood to withstand time and be evident in a range of social interactions 
(Grenfell, 2008).  Habitus are dispositions that have been structured by circumstances that 
have previously occurred in one’s past and continue to occur in one's current situation.   This 
structuring from past and present experiences is what Bourdieu believes moulds an 
individual’s perceptions or the institutional practices of the present or the future.   
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Bourdieu’s conclusions are that individual’s past and present circumstances such as their 
family, upbringing and educational experiences form a person’s predisposition, tendencies 
and inclinations. This structured and structuring structure (Bourdieu, 1993), leads to 
Bourdieu’s formal definition of habitus. Habitus is defined as: 
“A concept that expresses, on the one hand, the way in which individuals ‘become 
themselves’ – develop attitudes and dispositions – and, on the other hand, the ways in which 
those individuals engage in practices.’ (Webb, Shirato, & Danaher, 2002, p. xii). 
Take for example, an artistic habitus.  In this instance the artist is disposed to activities and 
perspectives that are culturally and historically expressive of the artistic field’s values.  
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus states that this structuring is not random, but the outcome 
of systematic dispositions.  His use of habitus in the context of one’s system of dispositions 
corresponds to the production of one’s perceptions, practices and even aspirations (Swartz, 
1997).  Bourdieu refers to dispositions as durable and exchangeable. However individuals 
that experience and adopt similar life experiences will tend to share the same or similar 
habitus.  Likewise, habitus can also be influenced by race or ethnicity.  Habitus cannot be 
considered in isolation and must be considered in relation to field. Since habitus is related to 
identity, it may be difficult for working class girls to see themselves as anything other than 
working class adults, or to see themselves as adults, for instance, with doctorates or 
professional careers.  
Field	
Where habitus is the subjective element, field is the objective component of this 
relationship. Field here refers to a network or configuration.  This connection is between 
positions objectively defined, and placed upon those within the field, and under various 
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situations.  It is a structured system of social positions.  These are occupied by either 
institutions or individuals. The nature of the system defines the situation for those within it 
(Jenkins, 1992).  The field is a structured social space.  Within this field people are more or 
less powerful as they are subservient or dominant figures within this space.  This space 
maintains the ongoing inequality that is evident.  Within this space, individuals or institutions 
act to modify the field while others work to maintain the status quo.  What each brings with 
them to the ‘game’, in their capitals and habitus, gives them a position within this field and 
therefore fosters their strategies within the field (Grenfell, 2008).  Bourdieu uses this analogy 
of a playing surface or ‘ field ’  to also acknowledge the possible competitive nature of 
interactions and how various strategies are engaged to ensure one maintains or improves one’
s current position (Grenfell, 2008).   
Within the field, specific rules of that social space exist.  Education is one of the fields 
Bourdieu identifies as abiding by particular rules and social relations. To be included within 
the field in the first instance an individual must have certain levels of capital.  This capital 
then establishes their position within that field.  Once in the field, the individuals compete for 
resources valued by the field.  Acquiring capital, holding it or converting it as necessary 
within the field will maintain an individual’s position or further enhance it within the field.  
The distribution of their capital will see an individual ‘awarded’ symbolic supremacy that will 
enable the individual to have influence over the rules of the field (Calhoun, LiPuma & 
Postone, 1993).  In different fields, capital is not valued the same, nor is the distribution of 
that capital.  Likewise the rules within different fields may be significantly different.  It is 
evident that field does not stand alone and cannot be considered in isolation. It interacts with 
habitus and capital.  
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Capital,	Habitus	and	Field:	the	connection	
Field is critical to both capital and habitus.  Capital would not exist and cannot function 
unless it is in relation to a field (Jenkins, 1992).  An unconscious relationship exists between 
the habitus and field. Together the relationship is dynamic and fluid, and together they are 
central to Bourdieu’s justifications of social fields of practice (Grenfell, 2008).   
Although Bourdieu has likened field to that of a football field, it does not have a fixed 
boundary.  Its boundary is determined by the existence of other fields.  However, like a 
football field, any social field does hold positions, be they for individuals or the institution.  
Consider the behaviour of a person within a social field; behaviorally a person may gauge the 
social situation and the persons within it and amend themselves subjectively.  This 
adjustment and consequential production of a person’s habitus is used to forge relationships.  
This is a conscious level adjustment. However, at the subconscious level habitus is also used 
to establish social setting understandings and constructs.  As in any game, there are triumphs 
and of course failures.  A person will ruminate on their successes and failures and, 
incorporating one’s knowledge and understanding of the world, such a person will construct a 
personal reality.  Habitus is not an unchanging dynamic; as the field and its positions change 
so too do one’s disposition and, consequently, habitus.   
Habitus is, however, limited in its level of flexibility.  Constraints do exist in response to 
the previous generational cycles.  Here the concept of capital becomes a component of this 
relationship.  From one generation to the next the view of the world is from the same vantage 
point.  Hence, a generation believing itself to hold prestige and status passes this onto the 
next generation irrespective of reality.  The new generation forms its habitus with respect to 
its personal vision of capital.  Capital dictates one’s position within a field; at stake in the 
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field is the accumulations of capitals.   Capital is not specifically financial positioning, it 
refers to all forms of power, including cultural, social and the material (Swartz, 1997).  As 
previously identified, Bourdieu nominated four forms of capital; economic, cultural, social 
and symbolic capital.  Capital is not a level playing arena. Those who are advantaged with 
regards to a particular form of capital are able to use this capital advantage to, at least, 
maintain this advantage if not further this in comparison to others (Grenfell, 2008).  Capital is 
closely linked to habitus and together they work as multiplying factors in peoples ’ 
interpretation of their own cultural capital.  
Bourdieu considers the role of capital in differentiated societies (Swartz, 1997).  He 
considers there to be two groups; those of privilege and those less privileged. Each has 
culture but some are valued (i.e. have more capital) more than others.  Thus differentiation 
occurs.  The privileged individuals feel and achieve success.  They internalise this through 
their dispositions and habitus.  This habitus reinforces their cultural capital and the cycle 
continues.  On the other hand, the disadvantaged group does not hold the kinds of cultural 
capital that are valued. This makes it difficult for them to achieve or possibly recognise 
success.  Their lack of capital impacts their opportunities and their habitus defines them, for 
instance, as working class and, as such, life chances begin to be limited.   
It is possible to ‘learn’ the habitus of cultural capital (i.e. to dress like a businessman or 
speak more ‘poshly’) as Bourdieu indicates that persons from one standing of capital can 
transition into the cultural standing of the opposite group (Grenfell, 2008). Yet specifically 
for those who are disadvantaged, transition from one level of capital to the next cannot occur 
without support.   Bourdieu ’s theory of capital extends to consider the role educational 
institutions play in supporting a dominant cultural fraction.   
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2.3.2 Educational influence on cultural capital 
A positive and sustained education is important to both the individual and wider society. 
Providing a good education will, for many, create a pathway out of disadvantage (Queensland 
Council of Social Service, 2013).  Bourdieu was able to demonstrate through his work that 
those who already held advantage socially and economically benefitted most from the 
schooling system.  Initially he identified this as true in the French schooling system (Grenfell, 
2008).  Bourdieu (1996) argued that the educational system was in fact a mechanism for elite 
families to reproduce their social standing and, in so doing, consolidate the existing social 
separation.  For instance, the linguistic level of students and the comparative linguistic levels 
of the teachers and texts used can promote or hinder a child’s learning. This in turn can affect 
educational performance and consequently employment opportunities reinforcing Bourdieu’s 
theory of the impact of education in reinforcing class boundaries (Fuller, 2009).  
Bourdieu further argues that this production and maintenance of elites was the result of 
schools operating to direct the students into their “expected” educational trajectory.  This then 
forms the basis for their choices around employment and further education and offers 
explanation as to why a greater number of middle class people attend university than the 
number attending from working class (Bourdieu, 1996).  Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital 
suggests that in the event of a dominant habitus, favourable or unfavourable, the school will 
naturally respond as if this is the only habitus and, as such, reward or punish all students as if 
they were of the same cultural habitus and capital.   He articulates this into a series of levels 
that relate to expected capability and the level of equitable access to education (Mahar, 
Harkin & Wilkes, 1990).   
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Mahar, Harkin and Wilkes (1990) present Bourdieu’s articulation of his levels as follows: 
Level 1: The lower success rate of disadvantaged children become habitus as expectation 
adjustments are made that reflect this. 
Level 2: Disadvantaged students do not capitalise on successes attained, as either they or their 
families are inadequately informed or ill-informed to make appropriate choices and 
adjustments. 
Level 3: Those who seek recognition are given it and those who are satisfied or do not expect 
other than the status quo continue with no response or recognition. 
Level 4: Focus is placed on one’s academic presentation, rather than the substance to the 
presentation. 
Level 5: Habitus of style and presentation are recognised as symbolic and recognised as 
contributories to the overall outcome of qualifications. 
  According to Fuller (2009), Bourdieu considers educational institutes as an informative 
environment in which observations can be made regarding the differences between the 
different class groups and their consequential life choices.   His theory in the context of 
education, has led to a cycle of reproduction (Figure 2.3).   
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Figure 3.3: The cycle of reproduction (Maher, Harker & Wilkes, 1990, p88) 
 
This cycle shows that those with appropriate cultural capital are reinforced with ‘success’ 
and those without are not.  The concept of the cycle is that through reproduction an individual 
genetically fits into one of the two categories of privilege; those who are privileged and those 
who are under privileged.  An individual, in either cycle, has a level of cultural capital 
appropriate to the privileged category they were born into.  For an individual in the privileged 
group the link between cultural capital, success and habitus continue to foster the privilege. In 
the case of an individual within the underprivileged group the link between their cultural 
capital, failure and habitus perpetuates their lack of privilege.   For an individual there is 
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however an opportunity to transition from their genetic predisposition of privilege through 
assimilation.  Personal experience, success and accumulation of capital can see an 
underprivileged individual assimilating with the privileged. 
Bourdieu identified that schools take for granted the cultural capital that acts as a filter in 
the reproductive processes of society; the way in which schools have historically operated has 
not enabled transition across the cultural capital divide, from a position of under privileged to 
privileged. However, for Bourdieu assimilation was not sufficient.  He wanted to highlight 
how schools maintain social order and avoid conflict, and because schools are sites where 
capital is highly visible, social class at play can be observed.  By considering the cultural 
capital of each cohort, schools can in fact raise the bar, expectations and ultimately the 
outcomes for all students.  Bourdieu’s observations support and establish a consistent theory 
of social class and his work on cultural capital supports this (Grenfell, 2008).  
 Bourdieu places a significant emphasis on the historical role of the educational 
institution to reproduce inequalities, reinforcing the value of certain cultural capitals over 
others.  He believes the educational institute effectively becomes a filter; a support for the 
assimilation or transfer of capital across privilege or disadvantaged groups.  Increasing all 
students’ opportunities of access to and desire to pursue higher education is the key to altering 
the balance of privileged and under privileged.  
2.3.3 Section summary  
Bourdieu has played a significant role in the understanding of capital, in particular, 
cultural capital, its impact and its perpetuation in society. He has comprehensively 
established theoretical developments and analysis of cultural capital and the link existing 
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between the historical family backgrounds, roles and experiences that shape a student’s future 
direction and corresponding societal position. Further to this, he believes the educational 
setting plays an important role in cultural capital as individuals and institutions work to 
assimilate across privilege and foster higher expectations of one’s self in regard to 
educational directions and career, particularly in disadvantaged students who previously did 
not set these standards for themselves. 
 
2.4 Literature Overview 
 An extensive breadth and depth of research is available around the concept of career 
aspirations.  This provides the opportunity to access a depth of literature with respect to 
gender while exploring a broader research base with respect to external factors. There are 
sufficient current and relevant journal articles and books to provide a comprehensive grasp of 
the topic.  However, there is less research in the area of parental influence on career 
pathways.  For example, Watson et al, (2010) reminds us that much of the issue with research 
and literature around career development has a predominant focus on American students.  
Much of the research considers both the educational and career expectations of both genders. 
Many studies referred to above consider female educational aspirations in the fields of 
science and mathematics and view this as a non-typical expectation.  These studies consider 
gender bias in specific occupational categories.   Numerous studies reflect on the fact that a 
range of factors influence the outcomes of the adolescents.  These acknowledge that the 
family context is not the only contributing factor.   
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Factors such as peers, media and educators all play a contributing role in the career 
direction a female adolescent chooses.  Peer groups and media often are inappropriate 
influences or discourage girls by restricting their aspirations.  Educators also can influence 
the goals of their students.  Additional studies on these factors have identified these as key 
significant players and as having the potential to shift the unrealistic and unattainable ideals 
that cross the developing adolescent females’ pathway.  These key players at crucial junctures 
have the capability to support their journey in a positive and focused pathway.    
Additional studies from the United Kingdom to the Australian town of Blacktown have 
considered the ever-changing dynamic of the work force and the need for adolescents to 
establish future goals.  In each case, of the literature reviewed both the career and educational 
direction males and females wish to pursue.  Some studies are seeking clarity as to whether 
males may make significantly different choices with regards to their future compared to 
females.  Others have established where relationships exist between these choices and any 
range of other factors.    
Perhaps an overarching gap in this particular area of study is the lack of consideration 
that is given to the impact of these factors collectively in limiting females’ aspirations and 
choices, or inspiring them to gain career ambition.  Equally, the studies are limited in 
narrowing the career aspirations of female adolescents in the context of Australian schooling.  
It is this gap within the research, along with the overlap of the gender component that has led 
to the key direction of the study; a targeted approach, specific to an Australian context, 
focusing on a gender specific interest and factoring in the influential components identified 
throughout the literature review. This study incorporates a quantitative analysis to answer the 
research questions.  
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3. Methodology 
3.1  Introduction 
The intention of the current project is to consider a number of contextual factors that 
might affect female high school students’ aspirations for their future. The literature review 
related to the area of research has clearly outlined a number of familial factors that have the 
potential to impact on a female student’s future intentions. The review was presented with a 
specific focus on the familial factors of the highest education level attained by each parent 
and the occupational category of both the mother and father.  These are considered as 
individual predictors of female students’ aspirations in the data analysis. 
This chapter describes the design of this research project, outlining the methodology of 
the study including the process by which data were collected, from whom data were collected 
and the type of analysis undertaken.  Contextual factors considered include parental 
education and occupation and how these might relate to identified career aspirations. These 
factors are quantitatively analysed to address the specific research questions:  
1. Is parental educational background related to the career aspirations and outcomes 
of adolescent girls? 
2. Is parental occupational prestige related to the career aspirations and outcomes of 
adolescent girls? 
3. Is secondary school of attendance related to the career aspirations and outcomes 
of adolescent girls? 
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   More specifically the methodology, is broken into several subsections.  First the 
methodology is discussed in terms of the participants (Section 3.2).  This is followed by a 
description of the study site (Section 3.3) in which specific site details are articulated. Next 
data sources (Section 3.4) to be used in the research analysis are clarified and identified as 
external or internal to the site of study.  The measures used are outlined in Section 3.5 along 
with the data analysis. Finally, Section 3.6, discusses the ethical considerations of the 
research along with the validity of the data and research (Section 3.6.2). All of this is 
summarised with concluding comments in section 3.7.  
3.2  Participants 
While much has been written on boys and education (The Parliament of the 
Commonwealth of Australia, 2002), less exists that attends to girls and widening participation 
on tertiary education. Focusing on girls as an area of some neglect in the research on higher 
participation (Evans, 2009), the participants selected for this study were 189 female students 
selected from a purposefully defined population from a North Brisbane State High School 
(100 students) and a South Coast State High School (89 students).  For each school, the group 
selected included only previous students who had attended each of these schools.  The female 
students selected had completed their education at their respective schools in either 2010 or 
2011. These cohorts had been through the enrolment process and completed a Senior 
Education and Training (SET) Plan in year 10 indicating their post schooling intentions. 
Therefore the female students’ aspirations were provided when the students were between the 
ages of 15 and 16 years.  The participant groups were randomly selected by using a random 
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number table which was used to access the data of individual students.  To maintain the 
anonymity of participants throughout the process, participants were not identified by name.    
3.3 Study sites 
Data were collected from two sites.  The first of the two sites is a North Brisbane State 
High School.   This school is located in the Moreton Bay Regional Council, which is one of 
the fastest growing areas in Australia, with an annual growth rate twice the national average. 
It sits within a growing community with emerging social infrastructure. The socio economic 
profile of the school is made up of a significant number of middle-income earners as well as 
low-income earners and a small percentage of disadvantaged groups. The school’s Index of 
Community Socio economic Advantage (ICSEA) in 2010 was 987 as compared to the 
Australian average of 1000.  The economic spread shows 53% of students’ families are in the 
bottom two quartiles of the ICSEA distribution of students with only 16% falling in the upper 
quartile of the ICSEA distribution of students.  Approximately 3% of the students identify as 
Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander or Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander. The student 
population also includes students from English, Welsh, South African, Irish and New 
Zealander backgrounds.   
The school has an effective enrolment of 1850, which has steadily increased since its 
inception in 2000. Following the introduction of an enrolment management plan, the school’s 
enrolments have become more predictable.  However, following two years of high 
performance results, enrolments have exceeded expectations by approximately 150 as 
families move into the area specifically to gain entry into this school. The retention rate of 
students Year 8 - 12 has increased from 56.5% in 2009 to 70% in 2010 and continues to 
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improve.  This increase in whole school retention is attributed to an improved retention of 
students from year 10 – 12 up from 62.7% to 75.6%.   
The subject selection process in the senior school has become more formalised through 
the use of two distinct pathways in Senior; the Tertiary pathway and the Vocational pathway. 
The Senior Educational and Training (SET) Plan and subject selection process is informed by 
recommendations made by curriculum Heads of Departments and the demonstrated 
achievement of students during Year 10. The process used to identify individual student skills 
and interests and match these with a pathway for success in Senior has contributed to 
improved outcomes for students. It is anticipated that this pathway focus will have a positive 
impact on the student outcomes for Year 12s in the future.  
The second site analysed is a South Coast State High School.  This school is located in 
the Gold Coast City Council region.  This region is well known for its beautiful beaches and 
large number of tourists, however for residents the region extends from affluent to 
disadvantaged community areas.  The area continues to grow and development extends 
westward from the beaches. The socio economic profile of the school community is made up 
of a significant number of low income earners with very few higher income earners.  The 
school caters for many disadvantaged groups.  The South Coast State High School supports 
many refugees, and as such, is central to the South Coast Region’s English as an Additional 
Language or Dialect program with approximately 15% of its student’s population having 
English as their second language.  This figure does not take into consideration the large 
number of students who speak English as their second or third language and who do not 
identify as an EAL/D (English as an Additional Language or Dialect) student. The school’s 
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Index of Community Socio economic Advantage (ICSEA) in 2010 was 956 compared to the 
Australian average of 1000.  The economic profile shows 72% of students families are in the 
bottom two quartiles of the ICSEA distribution of students; nearly 20% more than the student 
economic distribution of the North Brisbane State High School.  Only nine percent fall in the 
upper quartile.   
This South Coast State High School, due to the large number of EAD/L students is very 
multicultural in its nature. Seventy per cent of the student population identify as being of a 
culture other than Australian. The school's Indigenous population stands at six percent. As an 
active participant in Education Queensland's International Program, the school hosts students 
from many nations for both International Study Tours and Study Abroad Programs. The 
student population also includes students from New Zealand, Samoa, Tonga and many other 
Pan Pacific Islands. Sixty percent of the students have a Polynesian background.  Many 
students are refugees requiring much support from the school teaching and support staff.  
The school is predominantly male with only 35% of the approximately 700 students 
being female. Over the past forty years the school has seen significant fluctuations in the 
number of students as well as the composition.  The school is nestled between two large, high 
performing schools and is often seen as “the poor cousin”.  Academically though, it continues 
to provide quality education and is in the fledgling stages of reviewing processes for 
improvement of student outcomes and the school’s growth and development. Both selected 
schools continue to be committed and focused on achieving the best outcomes for their 
students, closely monitoring student progress and performance, working to maximise the 
number of students leaving with a QCE or qualification at every opportunity.  Given the socio 
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economic dynamics of the study schools, and Bourdieu’s theory of the cycle of reproduction, 
it might be expected that expectations are on lower destinations for the school’s students.   
With respect to the two study schools, in the years of the participants SET planning, the 
data available on the “myschool” website shows their respective Index of Community Socio 
Economic Advantage (ICSEA) to be 987 and 956 compared to the Australian average of 
1000.  In both schools the ICSEA shows the families of the school community consists of 
families from low level incomes. For North Brisbane State High School the distribution of 
families sees over 70% positioned in the bottom three quarters of the financial status 
groupings.  In the South Coast State High School the same percentage of families contribute 
to only the bottom two quartiles.    Many are renting and according to school generated data, 
the parents of students often have a lower level of education than that of surrounding suburbs.  
The structure of the South Coast State High School community extends beyond the local 
boundaries and it is not as consolidated as the community of the North Brisbane State High 
School, with students travelling long distances from lower socio economic areas.   
 The South Coast State High School has had limited exploration into the true effects of 
its role in supporting student’s future trajectories.  However, the North Brisbane State High 
School has, for a number of years, taken a focus on ensuring all students who complete their 
education have the opportunity to achieve to their full potential and seek a fulfilling future.  
Success is celebrated, and how to respond to that is both explicitly and implicitly modelled to 
enable productive, positive responses to be made.  To achieve the outcomes, a significant 
amount of time and analysis goes into meeting students’ needs and abilities, based on junior 
level results.  This is then replicated to senior schooling to ensure ongoing success is 
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celebrated and needs are addressed accordingly.  Targeting this alone has seen the school 
gain some success to the extent that some may use the colloquialism “punching above their 
weight”.   
3.4 Data Sources 
The project has used secondary data analysis. Secondary data analysis involves the 
analysis of data that was previously collected for another primary purpose. This type of 
analysis has become a more common and more frequently used method in research.  More 
comprehensive analysis and larger data sets can be analysed in this manner as fewer 
resources, less time and less energy is required with this form of analysis. This includes time 
in collecting data and preparing and storing the data in an electronic format.  
There are other benefits and advantages to using secondary data (Crossman, 2014).  
Given the removal of restraints of time and resources, secondary analysis enables researchers 
an opportunity to access larger sample sizes and relevant measures without the substantial 
cost gathering primary data can incur.  Usually the primary collector has put substantial time 
and resources into the data collection.  This means the original collection may have enabled a 
broader gathering of information, or that the same data has been gathered time and again over 
several different time periods and even with the same population to form a longitudinal data 
set.  Another advantage of using secondary data is the quality of the data collection, given the 
familiarity with the data collection tools and the processes used to extract the data. Often this 
background work lends a high degree of validity and reliability to the data set, therefore 
eliminating the need for a re-examination of this data set by the secondary researcher (Smith, 
et al., 2011).  
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 Likewise, analysis of secondary data has its disadvantages.  A level of control is 
removed from the researcher when undertaking a secondary data analysis. For example, 
control over factors such as the study population and the amount of data collected with 
regards to information specific to the secondary analysis.  Additionally measures and 
relationships that the secondary analysis may require can be collected more or less liberally 
than the researcher would like.   For example, data may be collected categorically rather than 
continuously which may not be the required format for the secondary analyst.   Given the 
disadvantages that should be accounted for with the use of secondary data, it is imperative 
that the researchers familiarise themselves with the data to be used.  A clear understanding of 
the methods used to collect and store data, and awareness of the format of this collection, has 
enabled the research questions of this study to be addressed through an appropriate 
quantitative data analysis.  
In education, there are many data sources available.  Data is stored by schools and 
archived accordingly. The data forms available are varied and received at different stages 
throughout the child’s educational journey.  At each of these stages appropriate forms are 
completed and, when submitted, parental approval for the school and its members to use any 
or all of the information is obtained, the agreement being that the information may be used 
for educational research.   
The information collected through these documents, at these varying junctures, 
provides a comprehensive background to each child.  In the sites chosen, this information has 
been archived in an electronic format. This method of storage allows access to the data using 
specific points of inquiry to access the secondary data. In this specific case of data collection, 
there are no identifiers used in the data accessed. Of explicit interest to this study are data on 
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paternal and maternal education levels, as well as parental occupation, and students’ 
aspirations for their future. Specifically this involves using information provided at enrolment 
as well as information given by students when interviewed and completing their Senior 
Education and Training Plans.  
Information provided at enrolment includes background on parental occupation and 
parent level of education.   Information provided on parental occupations is categorised into 
one of four groups based on the main role of the occupation. The four occupational groupings 
are shown in Table 3.1.  Enrolment forms also require each parent to indicate the highest 
level of academic achievement attained.  Where parents had not indicated a level of 
completion, this is recorded as missing data.  Otherwise education levels are recorded as one 
of four categories: completed year 10, completed year 12, TAFE or equivalent or university.   
As students approach their senior schooling phase, they participate in a Senior 
Education and Training (SET) Plan.  This plan asks students to indicate their educational and 
career intentions following year 10 and beyond.  The students indicate whether they have 
vocational intentions and whether they intend to pursue traineeships and work experience as 
they prepare for their work transitions, or if their intention is to pursue further education 
through TAFE, university or another educational facility. For all students, these plans require 
them to indicate both a career path that can be categorised and if further education is 
required.  For this study data were collected and categorised.  Student intentions given are 
categorised as: unknown destinations, work (full or part time), TAFE or an equivalent, and or 
University.  University education provides students with a range of tertiary education 
qualifications.  Such qualifications are recognised nationally and internationally in a range of 
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professions.  TAFE is also considered as a higher education provider, but historically, TAFE 
was linked to trades. More recently, TAFE students complete a range of courses that provide 
graduating students with higher level certificates, for example, Cert III, Cert IV and Diplomas 
in areas from Information technology and health and wellbeing to business and fitness. 
TAFEs still support traditional trade courses by providing the theoretical components of these 
qualifications as they support apprentices.  The differences in the intentions indicated, in this 
instance, shows the females students who aspire to attend university are aspiring to a 
professional career as outlined in Table 3.1, that is, a preference for a position as a qualified 
professional over an occupation set in a trade occupational category.  
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Table 3-1: Parental occupational groupings 
Group 1: Senior management in large business organisation, government administration and defence, and qualified professionals and other 
business managers, arts/media/sportspersons and associate professionals 
Senior executive/manager/department head in industry, commerce, media or other large organisation; Public service manager-section head or above, regional director, 
health/education/police/fire services administrator; Other administrator -school principal, faculty head/dean, library/museum/gallery director, research facility director; Defence forces 
commissioned officer; Professionals generally have degree or higher qualifications and experience in applying this knowledge to design, develop or operate complex systems; identify, 
treat and advise on problems; and teach others; Health education, law, social welfare, engineering, science, computing professional; Business-management consultant, business analyst, 
accountant, auditor, policy analyst, actuary, valuer; Air/sea transport-aircraft/ship’s captain/officer/pilot, flight officer, flying instructor, air traffic controller; Owner/manager of farm, 
construction, import/export, wholesale, manufacturing, transport, real estate business; Specialist manager-finance/enginerring/production/personnel/industrial/sales/marketing; Financial 
services manager-bank branch manager, finance/investment/insurance broker, credit/loans officer; Retail sales/services manager-shop, petrol station, restaurant, club, hotel/motel, cinema, 
theatre, agency; Arts/media/sports-musician, actor, dancer, painter, potter, sculptor, journalist, author, media presenter, photographer, designer, illustrator, proof reader, sportsman/woman, 
coach, trainer, sports official; Associate professionals generally have diploma/technical qualifications and support managers and professionals; Health, education, law, social welfare, 
engineering, science, computing technician/associate professional; Business/administration-recruitment/employment/industrial relations/training officer, marketing/advertising specialist, 
market research analyst, technical sales  representative, retail buyer, office/project manager; Defence forces senior non-commissioned officer 
Group 2:  Tradesmen/women, clerks and skilled office, sales and service staff 
Tradesmen/women generally have completed a 4 year Trade Certificate, usually by apprenticeships. All tradesmen/women are included in this group; Clerks -bookkeeper, bank/PO clerk, 
statistical/actuarial clerk, accounting/claims/audit clerk, payroll clerk, recording/registry/filing clerk, betting clerk, stores/inventory clerk, purchasing/order clerk, 
freight/transport/shipping clerk, bond clerk, customs agent, customer services clerk, admissions clerk; Skilled office, sales and service staff; Office-secretary, personal assistant, desktop 
publishing operator, switchboard operator; Sales-company sales representative, auctioneer, insurance agent/assessor/loss adjuster, market researcher; Service-aged/disabled/refuge/child 
care worker, nanny, meter reader, parking inspector, postal worker, courier, travel agent, tour guide, flight attendant, fitness instructor, casino dealer/supervisor 
Group 3:  Machine operators, hospitality staff, assistants and related workers 
Drivers, mobile plant, production/processing machinery and other machinery operators; Hospitality staff-hotel service supervisor, receptionist, waiter, bar attendant, kitchen hand, porter, 
housekeeper; Office assistants, sales assistant and other assistants – typist, word processing/data entry/business machine operator, receptionist, and office assistant; sales assistant, motor 
vehicle/caravan/parts salesperson, checkout operator, cashier, bus/train conductor, ticket seller, service station attendant, car rental desk staff, street vendor, telemarketer, shelf stacker; 
aged/disabled/refuge/child care worker, nanny, meter reader, parking inspector, postal worker, courier, travel agent, tour guide, flight attendant, fitness instructor, casino dealer/supervisor; 
Labourers and related workers – defence forces ranks below senior NCO not included above; agriculture, horticulture, forestry, fishing, mining worker such as farm overseer, green 
keeper, miner, seafarer; other worker; care taker, store man, guard, trolley collector, car park attendant 
Group 4: Unknown or unspecified 
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3.5 Data analysis 
A multinomial regression analysis was undertaken to explore the relationship between 
the predictor variables (parental education and parental occupation) and the dependent 
variable (student SET plan choices).  Multinomial logistic regression is a Generalised Linear 
Modelling (GLM) technique used to model unordered categorical response variables when 
the dependent variable has more than two categories. The analysis provides outcome 
variables to be compared in a set of two variable comparisons. The analysis takes a set of 
independent variables and compares them to a reference category.  This comparative analysis 
seeks to identify predictive relationships where data is categorical and provides discrete 
outcomes (Field, 2009).  
In the multinomial regression model, first, there is a dependent variable and often 
several independent variables. The dependent variable is a categorical variable with more 
than two categories, which cannot be meaningfully ordered.  The set of independent variables 
are being analysed to identify whether they can be used to predict the dependent variable.  In 
this instance, and appropriate to a multinomial logistic regression model, both the dependent 
and independent variables are unordered response variables (Starkweather & Moske, 2011).  
This means both of these variables are categorical values and order is not relevant or 
attainable.   
In a multinomial regression model it is assumed that a linear combination of the 
observed features and some given parameters can be used to determine the probability of 
each particular outcome of the dependent variable. A linear combination is not the same as a 
linear relationship.  A linear combination refers to two of the independent variables being 
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analysed together to identify what effect this interaction may have on dependent variable.  It 
does not assume a linear relationship between dependent and independent variables. That is, a 
relationship can be found to exist between the dependent and independent predictors.  This 
relationship describes the interaction between these two. The relationship is not assumed to 
be a direct relationship such as a straight line relationship where, given one variable, the other 
can be accurately and nearly precisely calculated (Field, 2009).  The nature of the data must 
also be taken into consideration.  The data can influence the type of relationship that can be 
established.  
 In different relationships, the dependent variable may not be able to be predicted from 
the independent variables.  In some relationships, an assumption exists that the data are case 
specific, and for each independent variable there is a single value.   For the type of regression 
model used there is no need for the independent variables to be statistically different from 
each other.  That is the variables do not need to be mutually exclusive.  Although it was not 
tested, it is assumed that the independent variables are low in their level of collinearity.  This 
is because the impact of several variables that are highly correlated would be difficult to 
differentiate.   
Another factor to be considered when preparing for a regression analysis is the sample 
size. It is preferred a larger sample size is used as it reduces the lack of reliability of 
estimations.  It also does not pay significance to outliers (Field, 2009).  Sample size was 
considered and addressed as felt necessary throughout the data collection and analysis 
process. 
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3.6 Ethics in Research 
3.6.1  Ethics 
An advantage of using the data sources indicated is that no further permissions are 
required.   This is because, on enrolment at the school site, all parents and students complete 
a form that includes a request for permission from the minor’s legal guardians that the 
information provided on these documents may be used for educational or research purposes.   
This aside, the prescriptive data being accessed through a school site for this research 
project is site specific.  Through a formal discussion with the two Principals, approval has 
been received to use the data collected at each site.  The discussions included a clear 
articulation of the purpose of the study, which data sources would be accessed, and which 
data specifically would be collated and for what purpose these data would be used.  An 
expectation of time and impact on the school setting was also given as was an appreciation 
for the school’s support and commitment to this particular research project.   The Principals 
clearly understood the relevance, importance and benefits of this study.  The permission that 
has been approved by both legal guardians and the Principals applies to all information given 
on the enrolment forms and SET plan documentation.  Exemption was obtained with respect 
to ethical approval (Appendix B and C).  
3.6.2 Validity 
The primary data collection methods cannot be commented on however the 
methodology and data gathering techniques of the secondary data collection and analysis 
withstand tests for reliability and/or validity.  This is due to the fact that care has been 
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exercised in establishing a clearly defined population from which the sample can be taken.  
By establishing clearly defined parameters for a purposefully defined population and 
selecting the representative sample randomly, the integrity of the process can withhold 
scrutiny.   
Key to maintaining the reliability of the analysis is ensuring that the sample size 
selected is a true representation of the population.  It is important that the sample is of a 
significant size as this is imperative to safeguarding the authenticity of the analysis through 
which the data is put. If the sample size collected is too small the analysis will not be 
analytically sound. Every attempt to minimise biasing factors in the aspect of population and 
sample selection has been made.  This has included randomly selecting the candidates, 
maintaining anonymity of the schools and samples, as well as reducing human intervention 
within the analysis, including acknowledging the accuracy of parental responses.  
3.7 Section Summary 
This chapter on methodology was designed to provide an overview of the processes of 
sample establishment, data collection, analysis and the process of quantitative analysis that 
was used to identify which of the independent predictors might influence a female student’s 
future aspirations to what degree.  It can be seen that the three key research questions have 
been clearly defined and the analysis outlined is specifically targeted to address the impact of 
these familial factors on the aspirations. 
The methodology was devised to support a clear determination for the study of which 
familial factors, if any, were in fact indicators of female student aspirations.  It was also 
structured to provide outcomes in such a format that these could be used as supporting 
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evidence and a platform for schools to factor these into their policies and processes when 
preparing students for their futures. It has also set a stage in which further factors can be 
considered thus allowing opportunity for this project to be extended with further research or 
researchers to take a divergent track based on the findings here. A complete picture of the 
results from the analysis are outlined in Chapter 4.   
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4. Results 
4.1 Introduction 
 This study has a core focus of female adolescents’ career aspirations.  Supported by 
the literature review three key research questions were formed.  The research questions for 
this study were as follows: 
1. Is parental educational background related to the career aspirations and outcomes 
of adolescent girls? 
2. Is parental occupational prestige related to the career aspirations and outcomes of 
adolescent girls? 
3. Is secondary school of attendance related to the career aspirations and outcomes 
of adolescent girls? 
Data collection and type were crucial to the analysis direction the study pursued as the 
predictors of a female adolescent’s career aspirations were explored.  As outlined in the 
previous chapter a quantitative analysis was undertaken.  Given the data was of a categorical 
nature a multinomial regression was undertaken.  This chapter will analyse the data with 
respect to female students’ career aspirations and the effect familial factors have on these 
outcomes across the sample.   
The study used a multinomial regression analysis to establish whether a predictive 
relationship existed between familial factors and a female adolescent’s career aspiration.  In   
particular the two familial factors are the parents’ highest education level attained and the 
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parents’ occupational role. Further to this, the school of attendance has also been analysed to 
identify if in fact it can be considered a predictor of career aspirations. Descriptive statistics 
are presented in Section 4.2. A regression analysis is performed to measure the extent to 
which these factors influence the career aspirations and outcomes of adolescent girls, as 
reported in 4.3. 
4.2 Descriptive Statistics 
The quantitative data analysis used a sample of 189 female students in total.  This sample 
consists of a randomly selected sample from the 2010 and 2011 cohorts of a North Brisbane 
State High School (100 participants) and a South Coast State High School (89 participants).  
Data collected included mother’s and father’s type of employment, and their level of 
education.   An indication of students’ expected after school destination, i.e. their intention 
was also recorded.  A chi-square analysis was initially conducted to examine whether 
students’ future aspirations differed by school.  Following this analysis, a multinomial 
logistic regression was conducted to model the intention of these female students with the 
predictor variables: mother’s education level achieved, the father’s education level achieved, 
the mother’s occupation and the father’s occupation.  
The cross tabulation table (Table 4.1) shows that 41.8% of students intend to attend 
university following the completion of their secondary schooling.  However, a higher 
percentage (52%) of the North Brisbane students considered this option compared to only 
30% of the South Coast students. Only 14.8% of students intended to move straight into the 
work force, part or fulltime, at the end of school.  A third of the South Coast students were 
unsure of their future compared to only 10 percent of the North Brisbane sample. The chi 
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square was significant, χ2 (3) = 21.959, p<0.001.  This indicates that students’ intentions 
differ across schools. For this reason, school was included as a control variable in the 
multinomial regression. 
 
Table 4-1: Cross Tabulation for intention versus school showing demographic description as indicated by SET Plan 
 
  
4.3  Regression Analysis 
The multinomial logistic regression results for the entire sample are presented in Table 4.2 
to 4.5.  These results use an intention to go to university as the reference category in this 
analyses, therefore each of the other categories of intentions are compared against this 
category.  Results indicate that significant predictors of future intentions are maternal and 
paternal highest education level attained and the school attended. The analysis identified a 
significance value of p<0.001 for each of the following predictors: the highest education 
level attained by mother (Table 4.2); (especially when considering the intention of TAFE 
 
Intention North Brisbane 
n (%) 
South Coast 
n (%) 
Total 
n(%) 
Unknown 
Work  
TAFE or 
Equivalent 
 
University 
10 (10) 
18 (18) 
20 (20) 
 
 
52 (52) 
33 (37.1) 
10 (11.2) 
19 (21.3) 
 
 
27 (30.4) 
43 (22.8) 
28 (14.8) 
39 (20.6) 
 
 
79 (41.8) 
Total 100 (100) 89 (100) 189 (100) 
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versus university); and the highest paternal education level (Table 4.3) attained (with respect 
to work versus university).  That is a female student’s future aspirational intention is more 
likely to be university than TAFE if their mother has completed either year 10 (p=0.000) or 
year 12 (p=0.000) as their highest level of educational attainment.  With reference to the 
father’s education a female student is more likely to aspire to university than transitioning 
straight into part time or fulltime work if their father has completed either year 10 (p=0.000) 
or year 12 (p=0.000) as their highest level of educational attainment. All four of these levels 
of significance have indicated that education levels of the parents do matter to the future 
intentions of their female children.   
Likewise the school in which the student is engaged in their secondary education also has 
a predictive influence on the future aspirations of female students.  In this instance the 
significance value of p=0.008 (Table 4.3) calculated is less than the 0.05 significance level 
required and as such  female student intention is dependent on this predictor; school of 
attendance.  Specifically, this value is the identifier that students who attend North Brisbane 
State High School are more likely to aspire to attend university than to have an undetermined 
aspiration.   
Of note is the lack of significance of parental occupation on a female student’s future 
intention.  Irrespective of occupational category both the maternal and paternal occupational 
(Table 4.4 and 4.5 respectively) significance levels identified have p>0.05 indicating that 
with respect to parental occupation as a predictor, student intention is not dependent on this 
familial factor. 
From the outcomes, the analysis has established that there is a significant relationship 
between several familial predicting factors and a female students future intentions.  It was 
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established that for the predictor of maternal education, where the mother had completed 
either year 10 or year 12, then their female child was more likely to aspire to attend university 
than TAFE. This was found to have a significance level of p<0.001.  With the same 
significance, p<0.001, it was also found for the paternal predictor that female children were 
more likely to aspire to university than to enter the work force where their father had 
completed either year 10 or year 12.  The aspirations of girls, whose mother or father had 
attended TAFE or university, as their highest level of education, were not found to be 
significantly different. These outcomes indicated that both mothers and fathers are 
influencing the female students’ future intentions concluding that intention in these instances 
are, to some extent, dependent on the highest level of secondary education attained by either 
their father or mother of these students. Similarly it was identified that female student 
intention reflects the school in which they are completing their secondary education. In this 
case it was found to be more likely if they attended the North Brisbane State High School that 
they would aspire to university than to have no future aspirations at all. However the analysis 
did not find any evidence of a correlation between intention and paternal or maternal 
occupation.  
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Table 4-2: Logistic Regression Analysis Mother’s Highest Level of Education 
  Β Std. Error  Wald  Sig.  Exp(β)  95% Confidence Interval for 
Exp(β) 
Lower Bound  Upper Bound 
I
n
t
e
r
c
e
p
t
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
.924 
 
‐18.81 
 
‐19.71 
1.352 
 
1.787 
 
1.453 
467 
 
110.771 
 
183.999 
.495 
 
<0.001 
 
<0.001 
     
M
o
t
h
e
r
 
H
i
g
h
e
s
t
 
l
e
v
e
l
 
o
f
 
E
d
u
c
a
t
i
o
n
 
C
o
m
p
l
e
t
e
d
 
Y
e
a
r
 
1
0
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
‐1.577 
 
‐.624 
 
17.656 
1.145 
 
1.428 
 
.912 
1.899 
 
.191 
 
374.635 
.168 
 
.662 
 
<0.001 
 
.207 
 
.536 
 
4.65E07 
.022 
 
.033 
 
7.79E06 
 
 
8.813 
 
2.78E08 
C
o
m
p
l
e
t
e
d
 
Y
e
a
r
 
1
2
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
‐.240 
 
‐.195 
 
18.481 
 
1.075 
 
1.392 
 
.930 
.050 
 
.020 
 
394.807 
 
.823 
 
.888 
 
<0.001 
 
.787 
 
.823 
 
1.06E08 
.096 
 
.054 
 
1.72E07 
 
 
 
12.594 
 
6.57E08 
 
C
o
m
p
l
e
t
e
d
 
T
A
F
E
 
o
r
 
e
q
u
i
v
a
l
e
n
t
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
‐1.561 
 
‐1.181 
 
17.053 
1.120 
 
1.548 
 
.000 
1.943 
 
.583 
 
. 
.163 
 
.445 
 
. 
.210 
 
.307 
 
2.55E07 
.023 
 
.015 
 
2.55E06 
 
 
6.373 
 
2.55E07 
 Reference group is University; points of significance have been highlighted 
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Table 4-3: Logistic Regression Analysis Father’s Highest Level of Education and Secondary School of Attendance 
  β  Std. Error  Wald  Sig.  Exp(β)  95% Confidence Interval for 
Exp(β) 
Lower Bound  Upper Bound 
F
a
t
h
e
r
 
H
i
g
h
e
s
t
 
L
e
v
e
l
 
o
f
 
E
d
u
c
a
t
i
o
n
 
C
o
m
p
l
e
t
e
d
 
Y
e
a
r
 
1
0
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
1.647 
 
18.625 
 
1.978 
 
1.191 
 
1.163 
 
1.383 
 
1.912 
 
256.513 
 
2.045 
 
.167 
 
<0.001 
 
.153 
 
5.192 
 
1.27E08 
 
7.225 
 
.503 
 
1.26E07 
 
.481 
 
 
 
1.2E09 
 
108.641 
 
C
o
m
p
l
e
t
e
d
 
Y
e
a
r
 
1
2
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
‐.623 
 
18.309 
 
.813 
 
1.066 
 
1.018 
 
1.252 
 
.341 
 
323.689 
 
.421 
 
.559 
 
<0.001 
 
.516 
 
.537 
 
8.94E07 
 
2.254 
 
.066 
 
1.22E07 
 
.194 
 
 
 
6.57E08 
 
26.221 
 
C
o
m
p
l
e
t
e
d
 
T
A
F
E
 
o
r
 
e
q
u
i
v
a
l
e
n
t
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
.546 
 
18.648 
 
1.483 
 
1.059 
 
.000 
 
1.331 
 
.266 
 
. 
 
1.243 
 
.606 
 
. 
 
.265 
 
1.727 
 
1.25E08 
 
4.408 
 
.217 
 
1.25E08 
 
.325 
 
 
 
1.25E08 
 
59.847 
 
S
c
h
o
o
l
 
N
o
r
t
h
 
B
r
i
s
b
a
n
e
  Unknown   
 
Work   
 
TAFE   
‐1.604 
 
‐.574 
 
‐.529 
.601 
 
.707 
 
.564 
7.130 
 
.658 
 
.882 
 
.008 
 
.417 
 
.348 
.201 
 
.563 
 
.589 
.062 
 
.141 
 
.195 
.653 
 
2.254 
 
1.777 
 Reference group is University; points of significance have been highlighted 
 
 Chapter 4: Results 81 
 
Table 4-4: Logistic Regression Analysis Mother’s Occupational Category 
  β  Std. Error  Wald  Sig.  Exp(β)  95% Confidence Interval for 
Exp(β) 
Lower Bound  Upper Bound 
I
n
t
e
r
c
e
p
t
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
.924 
 
‐18.81 
 
‐19.71 
1.352 
 
1.787 
 
1.453 
467 
 
110.771 
 
183.999 
.495 
 
<0.001 
 
<0.001 
     
O
c
c
u
p
a
t
i
o
n
 
o
f
 
m
o
t
h
e
r
 
S
e
n
i
o
r
 
m
a
n
a
g
e
m
e
n
t
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
.627 
 
.412 
 
‐.468 
 
.819 
 
.953 
 
.849 
 
.000 
 
.187 
 
.304 
 
.444 
 
.666 
 
.581 
 
1.872 
 
1.510 
 
.626 
 
.376 
 
.233 
 
.119 
 
9.317 
 
9.784 
 
3.307 
 
T
r
a
d
e
s
p
e
r
s
o
n
s
 
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
.704 
 
.790 
 
.025 
.793 
 
.909 
 
.691 
1.650 
 
.754 
 
.001 
.375 
 
.385 
 
.972 
2.022 
 
2.203 
 
1.025 
.427 
 
.371 
 
.264 
9.568 
 
13.094 
 
3.975 
M
a
c
h
i
n
e
 
o
p
e
r
a
t
o
r
s
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
1.108 
 
1.172 
 
‐.194 
.839 
 
.859 
 
.731 
 
.407 
 
.187 
 
.070 
 
.187 
 
.666 
 
.791 
 
3.029 
 
1.510 
 
.824 
 
.585 
 
.233 
 
.197 
 
15.697 
 
9.784 
 
3.451 
 
 Reference group is University; points of significance have been highlighted 
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Table 4-5: Logistic Regression Analysis Mother’s Occupational Category 
  β  Std. Error  Wald  Sig.  Exp(β)  95% Confidence Interval for 
Exp(β) 
Lower Bound  Upper Bound 
I
n
t
e
r
c
e
p
t
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
.924 
 
‐18.81 
 
‐19.71 
1.352 
 
1.787 
 
1.453 
467 
 
110.771 
 
183.999 
.495 
 
<0.001 
 
<0.001 
     
O
c
c
u
p
a
t
i
o
n
 
o
f
 
F
a
t
h
e
r
 
S
e
n
i
o
r
 
m
a
n
a
g
e
m
e
n
t
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
‐1.056 
 
‐.430 
 
.408 
 
.913 
 
1.059 
 
1.024 
 
1.338 
 
.164 
 
.159 
 
.247 
 
.685 
 
.690 
 
.348 
 
.651 
 
1.504 
 
.058 
 
.082 
 
.202 
 
2.081 
 
5.190 
 
11.186 
T
r
a
d
e
s
p
e
r
s
o
n
s
 
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
‐1.314 
 
‐1.362 
 
.358 
 
.811 
 
1.022 
 
.884 
 
2.626 
 
1.777 
 
.164 
 
.105 
 
.183 
 
.686 
 
.269 
 
.256 
 
1.430 
 
.055 
 
.035 
 
.253 
 
1.317 
 
1.898 
 
8.091 
 
M
a
c
h
i
n
e
 
o
p
e
r
a
t
o
r
s
 
Unknown 
 
Work 
 
TAFE 
‐1.055 
 
.311 
 
.495 
.894 
 
.965 
 
.927 
1.393 
 
.104 
 
.285 
.238 
 
.747 
 
.593 
.348 
 
1.365 
 
1.641 
060 
 
.206 
 
.266 
2.008 
 
9.049 
 
10.105 
 Reference group is University; points of significance have been highlighted 
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5. Discussion 
5.1 Introduction 
 The primary aim for this research was to examine the effect of several specific 
familial factors on the career aspirations of female students in two secondary schools in 
Queensland.  Those factors included the highest educational level attained by the parents and 
their occupational prestige which were considered as predictors of the female students’ future 
intentions. The school in which the student was completing their secondary education was 
also considered as a factor that may be identified as a predictor of female career aspirations.   
This chapter reviews research findings from the analysis of these factors on female 
high school students’ career aspirations.  It presents a discussion of these results from the 
multinomial regression analysis reported in section 5.2.  Section 5.3 discusses the theoretical 
implications of the study findings with respect to the research questions. Following this, 
section 5.4 considers the implications of the outcomes for future research and practice.  This 
section discusses specific issues that emerged from the research, such as the differences in 
findings between the two schools and how separate factors such as familial educational 
attainment and familial background work together to influence girls’ aspirations.  Limitations 
of this research project are considered in Section 5.5 with directions for further study 
presented in Section 5.6.  A final summary of the findings is presented in section 5.7 as a 
conclusion to this portion of work. 
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5.2 Research Findings 
5.2.1  Review of Findings 
The general findings of the research have shown that the predictive factors selected 
have a varying influence on the outcomes of the female students.  Not all predictive factors 
analysed were found to correlate with the female students’ aspirations. Those independent 
variables identified as being predictive included maternal education level, paternal 
educational level and the school which the student attends.  It was also identified that neither 
maternal nor paternal occupation correlated with the female student career aspirations.  The 
specifics of these outcomes are outlined in this section.  
First, the descriptive statistics of the data analysis indicate that, from the sample 
group, a large portion of the female students in both schools intend to pursue further 
education at a university level.  Further analysis of these figures, through a chi-square 
analysis, and the raw data clearly show that intentions between the samples from the North 
Brisbane State High School and the South Coast State High School differ. Girls at the North 
Brisbane School demonstrated more diversity in their career aspiration. As the slightly more 
advantaged of the two case study schools, this corroborates what social class theory would 
suggest; that is, that more choices are understood to exist for girls from a more advantaged 
background.  While the two case study schools were similar, even small differences with 
respect to socio-economic background within the two school communities made some 
difference. This justified the ongoing analysis to consider the sample as a whole, with schools 
included as a predictor of the female students’ aspirations, but to note as well subtle 
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differences.  Therefore school of secondary attendance was included as an independent 
predictor for the multinomial regression analysis. 
The multinomial regression analysis was then used to establish which of the factors 
were significant predictors. The analysis included the education level of both the mother and 
father in one of four categories; completed year 10; completed year 12; completed TAFE or 
completed University or higher.  The parent’s occupational category was also considered in 
the analysis and was also categorically represented for both maternal and paternal 
occupations. In the North Brisbane School, there was a greater number of parents with 
greater occupational prestige. In the slightly more affluent school, this was unsurprising, 
however, its impact on girls’ aspiration was visible.  Finally, the school of attendance for 
secondary schooling was also used in the analysis , because as Bourdieu (1984, 2013) would 
note, the field, which includes the school itself along with the community from which the 
girls come also impacts career aspiration and cannot be perceived as separate from the impact 
of family. In each case, these independent variables were assessed against the likelihood of 
aspiring to attend university compared to the alternatives of TAFE, work or an unknown 
aspiration.  
Overall, the multinomial regression analysis identified that the education level of a 
parent does matter, as one factor influencing career aspiration.  More specifically, the 
analysis identified that the highest education levels attained by the mother or the father does 
exert influence on the intentions of their female child as they prepare for their future. Even 
more specifically it was shown that if a mother has completed education to year 10 or 
equivalent, her female child is more likely to indicate a desire to attend university rather than 
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an intention to attend TAFE.  It was found the same intention was indicated where the mother 
had completed year 12 or equivalent.  
A father’s education level was also found to be significant and that the student’s 
intention was dependent on this predictor. Like the mothers’ highest education level achieved, 
it was determined that the father’s highest education level of either a completion of year 10 or 
year 12 or an appropriate equivalent was significant but in this instance, the influence this 
level of education has is on the likelihood of students aspiring to university rather than work.  
That is, if a female student’s father has completed their education to the level of year 10 or 12 
then his female child is more likely to indicate a desire to pursue further education at 
university than to desire transitioning into work, either part or full time, directly after 
completing her own secondary education. 
 Education levels of parents were not the only predictor found to influence the 
intention of female students.  The regression analysis also determined that the school of 
attendance does affect the intentions of female students. Specifically a female student 
attending the North Brisbane State High School is more likely than a student at the South 
Coast State High School to aspire to further her education at university than to have no or an 
undecided  future aspiration.  There was no significance in the effect the school appears to 
have on aspirations to pursue TAFE or work.   
5.2.2  Specific Findings  
TAFE	versus	University‐	Maternal	influence	
 The specific findings of the analysis indicated that with respect to parent education 
level attained, both maternal and paternal, and school of secondary attendance, there was an 
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influence on female students’ future aspirations.  With respect to all three of these predictive 
factors (parental educational level, occupational prestige and specific school), the aspiration 
was for university over one of the alternatives.   This means most students indicated, as their 
aspirational direction, an interest in attending university following the completion of their 
secondary education. This aspiration outweighed all others in each of these cases. Despite the 
fact that girls who participated in this study were mostly from working class families with 
low social status and minimal cultural capital, they did aspire to further their education at 
university. From a positive perspective one could claim that the school had done an excellent 
job ‘overcoming’ the disadvantages of family background, and that indeed schools were 
succeeding to some extent in addressing education inequities. While this study did not track 
their actual destinations (i.e. did they in fact go to university after graduation), it does appear 
that aspirationally, girls from working class families have high aspirations, and that schools 
are supporting those aspirations. This would seem like a reassuring finding.  
 Nonetheless, there were some unexpected differences between the girls’ aspirations, 
Female students whose mother had completed what is in 2014 only a minimal educational 
level, either year 10 or year 12 were in fact  more likely to aspire to university than the girls 
whose mothers were TAFE or university educated.  The fact that, despite in the current 
climate, a Year 10 education is minimal and would not be considered a high qualification, the 
girls in this study were more likely to aspire to university than the other girls is, in some 
ways, a surprising finding.  
As suggested by the literature (Domenico & Jones, 2006), it was expected that parents 
with a higher level of education would be predictive of a greater desire from their child to 
pursue further education beyond the secondary context. Indeed, many of the girls in this 
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study stated their desire to continue with some form of further education after high school, 
either TAFE or university (with the majority of these aspiring to university). In a current 
climate of neo-liberalism, it is possible that all students, no matter from which social class, 
understand that tertiary qualifications are crucial in a way that may not have previously been 
the case and in fact that a degree ‘buys’ cultural capital in ways that are understood. Parents, 
despite their own educational background, know this as well, which may explain why 
parental background makes less difference than one might have expected.  It may be that 
parents’ own experiences (and economic struggles) and their understanding of the importance 
of education in their daughters’ futures have established strong educational aspirations in 
their daughter. The findings of this study, that most girls do aspire to university to some 
extent, supports Somerville’s (2013) findings, that in Australia all parents, despite their 
backgrounds, value their children’s educational success and have high aspirations for their 
children.  A mother’s institutional capital (as demonstrated for instance by a high school 
certificate) does not directly impact her daughter’s career direction or educational direction. 
Nevertheless, a projected aspiration to attend higher education may to come extent be coming 
from girls who know what answer is expected of them by schools. It is also important, 
however, to note that while girls may transcend expectations and imagine privileged social 
positions for their own future, other research such as The Bradley Report (Aust. Dept. of 
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2008) still tells us that even if they do get 
to university, their working class habitus may prove to exclude them once enrolled.  
Work	versus	University	–paternal	influence	
 The outcome determined through the analysis on data related to paternal education 
level, also found that where fathers had completed either year 10 or year 12 (currently 
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minimal educational attainment), in most cases their daughters indicated their preference was 
for further education; specifically university.  The interesting difference here is that while the 
educational level of mothers correlated with their daughters choosing between TAFE and 
university, fathers educational attainment seemed to lead to them choosing between 
university and work.  The daughters of fathers who had only high school qualifications 
aspired to attend university more often than to enter the work force directly.  Surprisingly and 
unexpectedly, female students from households where their fathers have higher levels of 
education (e.g. TAFE or university) demonstrated less aspiration towards university and 
were, in fact, just as likely to imagine themselves entering the workforce directly after school.  
This unanticipated finding suggests the need for more research which would have to take into 
account such things as a changing economic climate whereby tertiary qualifications (a form 
of increasingly meaningful institutional capital) is almost mandatory, something which may 
be understood even more clearly by working class families than more privileged families who 
may not recognise the value of what they already have. More privileged families may, 
indeed, take their tertiary qualifications for granted whereas working class families may not.  
Work	versus	University	–	school	influence	
Students from the North Brisbane State High School (the slightly more affluent of the 
schools) were likely to aspire to a university level education and presumably a professional 
career on completion compared to having no clear future-directed aspiration.  Female 
students in this school have a clear pathway of intention for their future.  The impact of 
education, be it the mother’s or father’s level of attainment or an effectively delivered career 
education provided by a secondary school,  for female students, is an aspiration to maximize 
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their level of education as they pursue a professional occupation. This is a more anticipated 
result, aligned with what might have been predicted.  
 Schools are often reflections of the economic climate of the surrounding suburb (the 
field).  A school such as the North Brisbane State High School has clientele from a higher 
social class than its counterpart, South Coast State High School.  According to literature 
(Fuller, 2009; Lien, Friedstad & Klepp, 2006), there is a direct link between educational 
achievement and the cultural capital of families.  The alignment between a middle class 
family and middle class school typically results in a positive educational experience.  
Bourdieu places a high level of importance on the role of the educational institution, though 
he also more critically believes schools to be sites of inequitable social reproduction. He 
believes schools reinforce the cultural capital of the majority within the institution though as 
this research indicates, certain educational settings have the capacity to increase the students’ 
desire to pursue higher education as they aspire to occupations of prestige.  
The	influence	of	occupational	prestige	
 With respect to occupational prestige, the specific findings of the analysis determined 
that a correlation did not exist between mother’s occupation and her daughter’s aspirations.  
Conversely no correlation was found to exist between the father’s occupational prestige and 
the career aspirations of his daughter.  In other words, educational level had more influence 
over a girl’s aspiration to attend university than did the occupation of her parents.  This 
outcome is surprising in that capital is directly linked to an individual’s occupation. Possible 
explanations for this include a parent’s occupational prestige may actually be more closely 
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aligned to the parent’s educational level, than was originally anticipated.  For example, a 
person cannot be a doctor without meeting set educational milestones and levels of education.   
An alternative explanation to this specific finding is a greater awareness of one’s 
position with respect to one’s own economic capital.  Take for example a shopkeepers 
daughter. In this study it was established she was as equally aspirational to attend university 
as a teacher’s daughter.  The shop keeping parents, as an example of low occupational 
prestige, may be aware of their lack of economic capital and might encourage their child to 
acquire more capital that matters.  Conversely, a parent of high occupational prestige and 
subsequent capital might assume their child will aspire to taking a similar future trajectory to 
the parent.  This assumption may result in less encouragement to seek capital and the 
educational pathways which may contribute to achieving it.  
 5.3 Implications of the findings for theoretical understandings 
 Three key outcomes were determined in this study; first, parents’ education level, to 
an extent, does matter to female adolescents’ educational and career aspirations; second, the 
occupational prestige of parents does not significantly influence the aspirations of these 
students for their educational or career futures; third, the school of secondary attainment was 
also found to have some influence on the pathways female high school students chose for 
their career.  In comparison with the literature and previous research findings, these results 
are mixed.  In some respects, these results are supported and supportive of past findings and 
theories, and in others are in contrast to previous research and literature (Davis-Kean, 2005; 
Domenico & Jones, 2006; Eccles & Davies, 2005; Grenfell, 2008).  The discussion in the 
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following sections reflects on the findings of the study in relation to historical data and 
literature, and the implications of this on each of the three predictive factors.  
5.3.1 Parental education background 
 Parental educational background refers to the highest level of education the 
parent has attained. The study results found that parental educational background was, to an 
extent, related to the career aspirations and outcomes of adolescent girls.   The study has 
shown that in fact some level of higher education, specifically year 10 or 12, for either parent 
does encourage the female high school students to aspire to higher education over the 
alternatives.  However, parental educational attainment greater than secondary education was 
not statistically linked to the career aspirations of female adolescents.  The empirical results 
of this research are to some extent in contrast to theories relating to the impact of parental 
education levels on the career aspirations and outcomes of adolescent girls, as the higher 
level of education referred to in much of the literature relates to education levels beyond 
secondary education.  
Previous research has linked the aspirations of students to the education levels of the 
parents; in fact, suggesting that teenage girls’ educational outcomes and career aspirations 
can be predicted by the educational level of parents (Domenico & Jones, 2006).  A female 
high school student has increased opportunities when her parent has attained a higher level of 
education.  Those parents have the habitus and intellectual capital required to willingly 
familiarise their child with learning experiences from within the home as much as to those 
external to the home  (Grenfell, 2008).  
 Chapter 5: Discussion 93 
The parents in these circumstances, also have the habitus - demeanour, the skill set 
and the confidence - to engage successfully in the educational field.  Specifically, higher 
level education experiences of the parents, create for these parents a sense of understanding 
and ease in which to interact and liaise with both their child and their child’s school.  These 
interactions form a basis on which the female adolescent’s future values are constructed.   
These interactions fit with Bourdieu’s theory of cultural reproduction, resulting in the 
generational continuation of perpetuating high or low levels of capital predicted through the 
education of the parents.  The cultural capital of a “well-educated” mother or father, 
according to Bourdieu, works towards establishing the same in their children. The link 
between their capital, the habitus and the field of the school, enables parents to adequately 
encourage and support their children as they prepare for their children’s’ educational and 
career futures. 
Literature suggests that this result is not just predictable but expected, as parents’ own 
experiences with education inform those of their child.  The expectation is that high school 
students’ educational and career aspirations can be predicted by the educational level of the 
parents as evidenced by Domenico and Jones (2006).  This theory is based on the capital that 
is highlighted in the home when parents have a higher level of education.  This intellectual 
capital eases parents’ involvement in their child’s education, based on their own 
understanding of the educational system and their social capital.  These parents approach 
their involvement comfortably and with a surety, as they have a confidence, not only in their 
understanding of the system but in their child’s academic ability.   
At home, parents from a higher educational background model strategies and 
processes that align to the educational institutions.  These parents understand the benefits and 
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processes of educational settings, they have the ‘proper’ habitus to succeed, and they desire 
their children to set high educational aspirations for themselves and take opportunities to 
expose their child to these experiences and understandings.  Likewise, students whose family 
experiences are not rich in ‘the right’ educational experiences are less likely to approach 
schools in the same manner; often feeling insecure and disadvantaged by their own personal 
experiences, which are not valued.  These experiences and feelings can lead to 
disengagement from the educational setting.  Parents may then be unable or unwilling to 
encourage their child to engage with the school and aspire to further education.  The results 
of this research are aligned to previous research, indicating that a parent’s educational level 
does influence the occupational direction of female high school students. Parents having 
completed even year 10 or 12, would have a greater understanding and confidence in 
education and interacting with their daughter or their daughter’s school around their 
education even if currently Year 10 attainment is not considered highly educated.  It would 
be expected, from the literature, that a parent with even higher levels of education would 
have additional capital, capabilities and confidence in developing their child’s aspirations, yet 
this was not established. As previously suggested, this outcome could be a response to 
working class families recognising the need to acquire tertiary qualifications to reduce their 
daughter’s chance of experiencing the same economic struggles they may have experienced. 
Alternatively, from the perspective of a more privileged family, there may be a lack of 
recognition that their own educational achievements have been significant in their current 
position of capital and similar attainment, in today’s economic climate, critical for their 
daughter’s future trajectory.  
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5.3.2  Parental occupational prestige 
The second research question was an analysis of the impact of the parent’s occupation 
on the future career aspirations of female adolescents.  The study could not identify that a 
relationship existed between parental occupational prestige and the career aspirations and 
outcomes of adolescent girls.  This is in contrast to the literature reviewed.  Literature (Davis-
Kean, 2005;Domenico & Jones, 2006;Eccles & Davies, 2005) has shown that it should be 
anticipated that, where a parent has a job which holds more prestige, a daughter attending 
high school would be more inclined to aspire to a similar situation, one in which the 
aspiration for a professional role requires higher levels of education.  The same literature 
clearly indicated that the occupation a parent holds does, be it inadvertently, influences the 
goals of adolescent females and effectively their career direction.  Particularly, the literature 
(Garg, Melanson & Levin, 2006) identified that the mother’s occupation is a strong influence 
on adolescent females.   This influence was attributed to the fact that as young children, girls 
are more likely to escort their mother to her place of employment and therefore experience 
and grow to understand the role and its requirements. This modelling approach was shown to 
be critical as observational learning of valued behaviour.   
 Occupational prestige also contributes to the cultural and economic capital of an 
individual or a family.  As such, the more prestigious the role, the more significant the 
contribution to one’s capital.  That is to say higher occupational prestige would contribute to 
both the economic and cultural capital and quite possibly, also contribute to the value of their 
social capital.  This could result in greater educational opportunities and subsequent career 
trajectories.  This would, as in the case of high educational attainment, provide the habitus, 
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confidence and position, a parent would need to play in the field of education.  Similarly, 
parents from a background of high income, often associated with occupational prestige and 
acquired through their occupation, provide their children with a greater knowledge and hence 
choice of professional experiences, whereas children from low income families base their 
career planning on known experiences, often limited to family and friends. 
 In line with Bourdieu’s ongoing pursuit of understanding of generational perpetuation 
of capital, high occupational prestige should increase capital. However, the results found in 
addressing the research question, ‘is parental occupational prestige related to the career 
aspirations and outcomes of adolescent girls?’ are in contrast to what would be expected.  
The study indicated that career aspirations of female high school students are not 
significantly correlated with the occupational prestige of either of the parents.  This outcome 
could be a result of the association between the variables of educational level and 
occupational prestige.  That, in fact, the two variables are not mutually exclusive and the 
association between them has led to the influence of occupational prestige being 
overshadowed by the correlation education level has with female adolescent’s career 
aspirations. This is not unrealistic given that both education level and occupational prestige 
are directly aligned to capital.  Education is associated with symbolic capital and 
occupational prestige with that of economic capital (Bourdieu, 1986).  As economic capital 
underpins the other forms of capital and can be gained through the conversion of other forms 
of capital to economic capital (Webb, Shirato & Danaher, 2002) they are clearly linked.   
 Alternatively, the result that no correlation was established between occupational 
prestige and female adolescent career aspirations could be a reflection of the secondary data 
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utilised.  Using data that were organised, prior to storage, in a restrictive format, did not 
allow for a more in depth analysis to occur. The data were categorised into one of four groups, 
when in fact the range of occupations that are available and that parents may be employed in 
could be considered more extensively.  The results here are not definitive and undertaking 
analysis with raw data may establish alternative outcomes.  Overall, despite results 
contradicting historical findings and literature, there was no indication in the current findings 
that female adolescents from families of lower occupational prestige are pigeon-holed into a 
stereotype of generational low level occupational prestige or unemployment. 
5.3.3 School Attendance 
In response to the third research question, the study found that the secondary school 
of attendance is statistically related to the career aspirations and outcomes of adolescent girls.  
That is, a student’s school correlates to their future aspirations.  Differences in the outcomes 
in the two schools analysed is attributed to at least two factors.   
First the demographics of each school are significantly different.  As outlined in the 
methodology; study sites (Section 4.), it is evident the South Coast State High School has a 
significant number of students with language background other than English, according to the 
My School site.  The composition of the students at this school includes many students who 
have arrived in Australia through adversity.  These students and their families have assumed 
refugee or asylum seeker status.  These students also have very low levels of English 
language skills and are identified as speaking English as an additional language or dialect.  
These factors present many difficulties for these students.   
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In addition to these students, the school context includes a large percentage of 
Polynesian students.  Most of these students have relocated to the South Coast from New 
Zealand.  The decision to relocate has been based on a search for employment or a search for 
greater opportunity than was available in their home land.  Many families have one or both of 
their parents unemployed and have little financial support, given the majority of families are 
from low socio economic backgrounds.   
In contrast, the North Brisbane State High School student cohort is predominantly an 
Anglo-Australian background with very few students identifying as speaking English as an 
additional language or dialect.  The parents of these students are, in many cases, both 
working, increasing the financial means of the family and hence the socio economic status.   
Second, the North Brisbane State High School is further along in its career education 
for its students.  This has been an avenue that the leadership team has driven as a means to 
improve the destination data of the students.  The school delivers a conscientious and diligent 
program.  The success and sustainability of this program is attributed to the “buy in” of all 
staff.  The entire leadership team supports the work of the senior schooling HODs and their 
teaching team to embed this program, and to review and reflect and adjust it to respond to the 
needs of their students.  It is not unexpected that aspirations of students from this high school 
are more ambitious than those from the South Coast State High School. 
 That secondary school of attendance can be influential on the educational and career 
aspirations of female high school students has been determined through this analysis and this 
can be aligned to Bourdieu’s theories of educational institutes and their link to capital.   This 
outcome is significant to both the students and their respective families, as well as to schools.  
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This is of particular significance where the student and the family have the capability for 
choice.    
Historically, for many, the choice was between a private or independent secondary 
setting and that of a state school.  For the family who has the means and opportunity to select 
a secondary institution for their daughter, it is possible that they can enhance their daughter’s 
future career aspirations and ultimate attainment of tertiary education. For many families 
there is no question of choice to be made between private or independent schools and state 
schools.  Over time, state schools have built reputations that now see them considered as 
equal to many of their private counterparts but state schools are reaching capacity. As a 
result, rigid protocols are being put in place to ensure that only those students from the local 
area access the respective resource.  If parents are seeking placement for their child in what 
they deem to be the best of the state schooling system, this means, in some instances, 
relocating the family so they reside within the desired catchment and must be enrolled.    
Opportunities, for families to choose school settings that will assist their child in obtaining 
greater capital, will widen the participation gap as the family builds that child’s capital.  
The North Brisbane State High School works actively to influence the aspirations of 
their female students.  This school has built its reputation over the past five years in 
improving the outcomes of its students.  This has been achieved through an increased focus 
on career education leading to a higher attainment of OP scores and pursuit of tertiary 
education. The growth in its reputation has seen an increase in the number of parents and 
students interested in enrolling in the school.  However, only the local community can access 
enrolment here as an enrolment management plan is in place, which is enforced by schools. 
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Families who seek the educational opportunities this school provides have been known to 
purchase properties specifically to enable their child to attend this school.   
Currently, development of a second high school is being undertaken in the same 
community.  The school, being new, has not had the same opportunity to “prove’ itself with 
respect to reportable data which parents actively compare as they seek “the best” schools”.  
Given the success of the North Brisbane State High school, the new school will be under 
serious pressure to get the students in the door; relying on other schools’ enrolment 
management plans to “force” students’ enrolment. Parents might be hesitant in enrolling their 
child at this alternative site.  Families without means, knowledge or the power to make 
choices with regards to their child’s educational setting will have to send their children to the 
new local school.  For some families without the financial means to change catchment areas, 
this new school will be the only option for their child, potentially creating an unfortunate 
situation of division between schools.   
Conversely, the second school, South Coast State High School, is currently seen as the 
inferior of three high schools in close geographical proximity.  The larger two high schools 
have had stable leadership and opportunity to develop their reputations as leaders in the 
educational outcomes of students.  Correspondingly, parents and families actively seek 
enrolment in those schools over the South Coast State High School.  Both of these high 
schools have reached capacity and must enforce the enrolment management plan.  As with 
the North Brisbane State High School families seek residential properties within the 
catchment of either school.  The South Coast State High school has had to battle for local 
enrolments, hence over time its catchment has widened.  
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 From a school’s perspective, the disadvantage to the school is perpetuated; smaller 
numbers means fewer financial and human resources. Schools in this position have to work 
diligently to market themselves and to be seen as a competitive alternative to eventually 
overcome disadvantage and grow interest. As shown by Harreveld (2007), practical 
alternatives that challenge inevitabilities are sought as the principal addresses the family 
background and corresponding student issues without despair. The South Coast State High 
School is significantly smaller than the North Brisbane State High School. Its financial 
position is also inferior.   Despite innovation and quality educational provision, there is less 
opportunity to highlight these and often successes, go unnoticed in the local community. In 
the literature, Eccles (2005), addresses the increasing issue of geographical location and size 
of schools creating boundaries and the impact this has on educational experiences. Despite 
conscientious efforts from a school, it can still be difficult to encourage students to aspire to a 
higher level of education. The analysis support this, with the larger North Brisbane State 
High School identified as having more female students aspiring to university rather than 
work, as a post school destination.   
5.4 Implications for policy and practice 
Those schools that are successful with the exiting student’s outcomes and directions 
often are fortunate enough to be staffed with committed principals and teachers who have a 
driving focus, a shared vision, and reflect on their own and other’s teaching and learning 
practices. Such schools do influence their students’ educational choices and ultimate future 
directions (Jonsson & Mood, 2008).  In other schools, often with equally capable leadership 
and teachers, the educators are faced with a complex array of factors forging a seemingly 
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impenetrable barrier to achieving quality student outcomes. Teachers have an obligation to 
raise students’ capabilities and, in a sense, shift the negative perceptions the student (and the 
school in some cases) originally holds without prejudice or judgment (Harreveld, 2007).  
Failure to expand the vision of students beyond stereotypical examples of future pathways is 
not an option.  
The use of a range of strategies and motivational techniques can in fact overcome the 
negativity that students often attach to learning.  A school would best serve their students by 
incorporating transformative habitus.  Rather than specifically working on the transformation 
of the students, teachers should instead approach this from the perspective of transforming 
the school.  This approach would enable students to encounter life experiences and in so 
doing open up opportunities for students that perhaps did not previously exist (Mills, 2008). 
These strategies could be used to enhance the options young women think they have in terms 
of their educational outcomes and career directions. Teachers, through feedback, motivational 
strategies and verbal messages, can relate to their students their attitude and enthusiasm for 
success. These attitudes sincerely supported through nonverbal actions, enable the teacher to 
establish positive relationships with the students and foster intrinsic motivation. They can 
provide an opportunity for students to understand and clarify the often confusing messages 
they have heard from their home, school and media environment (Frenzel, Goetz, Pekrun, & 
Watt, 2010), and assist in overcoming barriers produced by social class, whereby some 
students lack the cultural capital to perceive themselves as university-bound. A teacher’s role, 
therefore, involves not only curriculum delivery through skillful pedagogy but the holistic 
development of individuals.   
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Much of the research (Frenzel, Goetz, Pekrun, & Watt, 2010) that supports students’ 
personal interest and career development is related to teachers’ attitudes and perceptions. 
Teachers often take on the role of a surrogate parent, having to remove misconceptions from 
media and peers, and barriers related to cultural capital and, often, to provide answers where 
no one else has.  In classrooms where teachers hold high expectations for student 
achievement, the students have more confidence in themselves as learners as they perceive 
the perceptions of their teacher and strive to achieve more (Eccles, 2007).  Positive 
relationships can be enhanced by teachers through the use of quality messages both verbal 
and non-verbal about the value of their future (Frenzel, Goetz, Pekrun, & Watt, 2010).  They 
can foster a sense of capability and enjoyment in education that others have not, and can take 
an active role in helping young female students manage and process the information they 
have received as they become empowered (Naigle, 2005).  It would seem that the full extent 
to which teachers may impact on a students’ educational and career aspirations has not yet 
been fully realized. 
Specifically, the obligation for schools is to ensure high quality delivery of career 
education in schools.  Unfortunately for many students, their career education begins well 
into their secondary education.   For some, it is the first time they become aware of the 
occupations available to them and the process to access these occupations.  This means, for 
many students, they are unprepared to articulate an occupation of interest and unprepared to 
take the journey required to achieve this career goal.  This lack of preparation can lead to 
inappropriate selections, or selections based on limited processing of information. For 
example, a student may become excited by job ideas newly presented to them.  For some 
students, they may not have previously encountered them.  This could result in a significant 
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change in their future trajectory as they emotively reorganize their planning. Alternatively, 
where students have not been made aware of the process required to achieve their 
occupational aspiration, a student may not have taken key subjects or even chosen the correct 
subject pathway that would enable them to access their career aspiration directly from 
secondary education.  Introducing career education much earlier will enable students to 
explore all options, set goals for future success and engage in conversations throughout their 
schooling that will ensure they meet expectations or revise their position along the way at less 
critical junctures. In other words, though many participants in this study said they wanted to 
go to university, this is by no means the end of the story. What is needed to get there is then, 
in part, the responsibility of the school.  
 In some literature (Care, Deans & Brown, 2007), the recommendation for an early 
intervention career education program to be introduced in the prep to year 3 early years is 
thought to be critical to enhance the future of our female students.  An inclusion of career 
education in the early years’ developmental stage has begun in Queensland schools and is, 
most valuable particularly when a range of different occupations are presented.  This could be 
achieved through stories on different occupations that extend beyond “Postman Pat”.  
Providing real life examples by incorporating guest appearances for a range of different 
occupations over a designated time period and including question and answer opportunities 
for the students.   Incorporated into this, roles presented would also allow students to see how 
stereotypical sex roles can be overcome, that is, male nurses and female fire fighters used as 
presenters.  Following on from this introduction in the middle years, discussion around how 
to get a specific occupation, which would be an overview of whether a student would have to 
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attend university, TAFE or enter the work force directly.  This would also be an appropriate 
data collection point to establish a students’ occupational interest.    
In junior secondary, if provision has not already been made for career planning it is 
essential it is included here (Alloway, et al., 2004).  The career conversations would become 
more formal and more structured.  Again, in collecting data on career directions, the 
conversations would involve critical staff within the school and provide opportunities for one 
on one conversations with these key staff to formulate an initial plan to achieve the career 
goals of individuals.  Built into this career education here, would be skills that would prepare 
them for any pathway chosen. Finally, in senior secondary, as they prepare for SET planning, 
concrete decisions are expected, that will impact on their career aspirations.  The focus needs 
to shift to correct educational placement and achievement of short term goals in order to 
secure long term success. 
5.5 Limitations of this research 
 As the study evolved and the results became apparent, several limitations were 
identified.   The limitations of the study have been identified as a need for the research to 
enable a deeper analysis that gives voice to students and their families at key junctures of 
career preparation and planning including a follow up of actual destination; analysing 
through a longitudinal study that maps the career choices over a five or ten year period as 
indicated in the SET planning process; opportunity to review the differences between schools 
more closely and to investigate the school strategies that make a difference.  From an analysis 
point of view, the use of secondary data also placed limitations on the study and its evolution 
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as it created restrictions in the data accessible for use and therefore limited the depth of the 
analysis. Therefore, limitations of the study, are both quantitative and qualitative in nature.  
 The first of these limitations refers to the restriction in the depth and breadth that the 
quantitative analysis allows.  The inability to follow the career aspirations of the students 
over a period of time and review their aspirations at key junctures of career preparation and 
planning to actual destination, limits the study as it  prevents the audience from seeing if 
aspirations meet reality.  This limitation is the result of using snapshot secondary data which 
does not provide information on actual destination.  The anonymity of the data does not 
enable a candidate to be followed over time to review and reflect on their journey and their 
final destination.   
The second of these limitations is also a side effect of using secondary data.  Using 
data that has a shelf life has meant the study has been an analysis set in time.  Using fluid 
data, gained through ongoing surveys and other means would enable the candidates to be 
revisited at several junctures across the course of time.  This would enable a before, during 
and after picture of how the student’s aspirations have evolved over time and have come to 
fruition.   Consequently, an opportunity would exist for a longitudinal study that maps SET 
plans with career choices five to ten years into the future.   
 The third limitation is the depth of the study’s examination of the differences between 
the schools included.  There is clearly further opportunity to look more closely into the 
differences between schools and to better understand school strategies that contribute to 
difference.  This would include incorporating a qualitative component to the study.  The 
qualitative aspect of the analysis would reflect on the processes in place at a school that were 
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deemed to provide opportunity or better inform students in their career preparation.   All 
three of these limitations are a platform on which further research may be based. 
5.6 Directions for further research 
Overall there is relatively little information about female adolescents and their 
educational and career aspirations.  Despite studies that link gender to these choices of future 
aspirations still few details are known. Beyond the differences of gender, in Queensland 
today one in eight people live in poverty (Queensland Council of Social Service, 2013).  
Often these people are concentrated in particular geographical areas or groupings. Due to this 
poverty and/or disadvantage many are unaware or unable to access opportunities that are 
available. This can lead to a perpetual intergenerational cycle of poverty and disadvantage.  
The Queensland Council of Social Service acknowledges the imbalance of economic 
circumstances and has made a commitment to reducing this inequity and ultimately 
improving economic opportunities for those disadvantaged.  The government is working to 
reduce long-term unemployment and improve education. This includes an improvement and 
intervention in the early years of education to encourage and strengthen the educational 
opportunities of children from these areas of poverty and disadvantage.  An improvement at 
this stage in the level of engagement in educational opportunities will, in turn, reduce the risk 
of their exclusion from other life opportunities including, but not limited to, further study on 
the completion of secondary education (Queensland Council of Social Service, 2013).   
  This study has sought to identify the influence of only a few of the many 
possible influencing factors there are on the career aspirations and outcomes of female 
adolescents.  The research has shown varied conclusions on the influence of parents’ 
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education levels and their occupations. It has also identified the school setting as being 
influential in the overall intention of female students.  Similarly, conclusions can be drawn 
from the areas that were not shown to be of significance. This lack of significance indicates 
that intention did not depend on these predictors.  This research has established some 
conclusions.  
It also creates several pathways for further research.  First, it provides opportunity for 
many other familial factors that might be considered to be influential on female students as 
they prepare for their future aspirations, to be reviewed and included in the analysis. These 
factors might include factors such as those of the contextual model (Ashby & Schoon, 2010) 
outlined earlier.  Second, it allows consideration to be given to other external factors such as 
peers or media.  As female adolescents navigate their way through life’s ever changing 
landscape they will have numerous influential interactions.  Parents, teachers, peers and 
media all play a role in the young person’s upbringing.  The value placed on the messages 
received from each medium and the actions they take based on these varies.  
Of significance is the influence a parent has on a child’s opinions which have been 
etched by that parent’s values and beliefs, coupled with the child’s own personal experiences 
and understandings.   While the work of Somerville et al. (2013) begins to examine this 
influence, there is a distinct lack of research in the area of the impact peer groupings have on 
a girl’s long term potential and therefore this is not fully understood.  Is it likely that 
schooling outcomes can be influenced by peers and, if so, is this influence more effective or 
significant than that of the family?  Alternatively the study could create openings for a 
broader and deeper scrutiny into the factors already analysed.   
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This study could be extended to include a qualitative component, to establish if any, 
or what, differences between the two schools, might have led to the outcome, that it was more 
advantageous to a female adolescent to complete her secondary education at the North 
Brisbane State High School.   Further research could also be directed towards investigating 
those aspects from which there were found to have been no influence. Finally, future research 
could consider whether gender does in fact matter or whether, like girls, are boys similarly 
influenced by certain aspects of family history or their external surroundings. 
 Two specific familial factors were evaluated in this study for their effect on the future 
career aspirations of female adolescents.  The outcomes are informative and address the 
research questions put forward, however, from a family perspective there are numerous other 
factors that could be incorporated into further studies on their influence.  For example, this 
study has used education and occupation as part of a socio economic investigation into 
impact on career trajectories, however considering socio economic status with actual income 
values may serve a different purpose and provide further insight into the impact real income 
has on aspirations.   Additional studies could review the impact the family composition has 
on a female’s aspirations.  This could include the number of offspring or position within the 
siblings, perhaps even those from families where all children are of one gender versus mixed 
genders.  Projection of this study could also consider whether the family was split or 
extended and the impact these arrangements may have. All of these may raise questions with 
regard to the experiences of older siblings also becoming contributing factors. 
 The family’s cultural and religious background could be considered as a trajectory for 
further review.  Cultural beliefs and expectations of female and male roles in the home and 
work place could inform the direction a female adolescent is expected to take.   These roles 
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can be stereotypical occupation roles.  Similarly, for religious beliefs, a family may espouse 
their expectations in line with these.  As stated in the literature, parents’ personal beliefs are 
the basis for the reinforcement of children’s future development.  Where these beliefs and 
values are informed by cultural and religious beliefs, the influence extends beyond the family 
and the influence becomes that of the religion or the culture.  A study pursuing either of these 
as influential factors would establish the extent of the family’s influence and the level of 
conformity to the family’s ideals that stem from their cultural or religious backgrounds. 
 Results have indicated that the highest level of parental education did impact on the 
future career aspirations of a female student. This showed a mother who has completed year 
10 or 12 influences her daughter’s career aspiration towards university over the TAFE.  It was 
also determined that the fathers who had achieved the same level of education influenced 
their daughters to aspire to university over work either full or part time. Although the 
research has identified some areas of significance, the research itself has not been conclusive 
as to whether in fact the socio economic status of parents alone does in fact impact the career 
aspirations of girls. The education level of the parents and their employment status, are of 
course, are not the only influencing factor in a girl’s life.  Perhaps, the combination of several 
factors in fact influences her choices and directions and could be a direction for further 
consideration.    
 Secondary school of attendance has been identified in this study to have an 
influence on the career aspirations of female adolescents. This raises the question of why is 
one school advantaging female students with respect to their future aspirations more so than 
another.  An extension of this would be to incorporate a qualitative component in the current 
project, or to develop an entire project, targeting the process in place at those schools 
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identified to improve the aspirations of female students.  This research would seek to 
determine if outcomes can be predicted, and whether the guidance counselling carried out in 
schools can be embellished to assist in expanding girls’ career options and choices. The 
resultant outcomes could be used to advise school guidance counsellors on the impact their 
involvement with students may have on the overall educational selections and career 
destinations.  This advice could direct counsellors to appropriate actions, conversations and 
programs that might be implemented to aid the potential and opportunities for all female 
students.  
As this study has considered a linear or singular career trajectory, it would also be of 
value to consider the effect a more flexible career pathway would have on career aspirations.  
As identified in Somerville et al, (2013) students expressed concern that identifying one 
career pathway for their future at set age periods was concerning as they felt either they could 
not change their minds or that there might be consequences to their future if they did change 
their minds.  Providing the opportunity for students to indicate a multi directional pathway 
would enable adjustments to be made as they learn more about their own interests and skills, 
allowing a productive change in direction as their awareness of the breadth of careers that are 
available also becomes more evident to them.  
The literature related to peers and media, addressed in the literature review above, 
shows that there is scope for extension of this study to include exploration of the influence 
peers and media play on the career aspirations of female students.  This encourages a parallel 
investigation to be run beside the findings here to show how peer groupings before, during, 
and after career intentions are indicated, can alter the long term goals of girls.  In fact, 
additional research questions to investigate would include for example: Can the influence in 
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one’s aspirations be considered in isolation; do peer groups and educational environments 
play a role in the development of the individual?  Considering peers as an influence on career 
aspirations, would they be considered a friend or foe to a girl’s educational achievement and 
her career aspirations?  
5.7 Section Summary 
The study has presented an analysis that has comprehensively addressed the three 
research questions and established the effect of parents’ educational level, occupational 
prestige and secondary school of attendance on female adolescent’s career aspirations.  In the 
discussion, these outcomes have been linked to the findings of research previously 
undertaken and literature related to the concept itself.  In the instance of school of secondary 
attendance, the outcomes and research support each other.  With regards to the educational 
level and career aspirations, there is a correlation to some extent and some support alignment 
to literature.  However, the correlation is linked to secondary education levels of parents not 
to the results for parents with higher levels of education, which have not determined a 
correlation to the aspirations of their female adolescent.  With respect to the parental 
occupational prestige, the outcomes do not align to the theories presented in the literature.   
The discussion presented also highlighted both the limitations of the research project and 
recommendations for research directions in the future.  Critical to all of the aspirations of 
female high school students is the career education they are provided, be that through the 
home or the schools.  In the education arena, clear progress has been made to consider the 
improvement of access and capability to grasp future opportunities that arise and the desire to 
pursue such opportunities. This includes intervention from the early childhood years to lift 
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disadvantaged girls and ensure positive outcomes.  However, there does still need to be a 
great focus on educating families to influence the quality of outcomes. 
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6. Conclusion 
 The purpose of this study was to examine the link between the parents’ occupational 
prestige, the parent’s highest level of education, the daughter’s secondary school, and their 
daughters’ educational and future career outcomes.  Education and capital were chosen as 
points of reference being two domains that, in research, have provided clear information on 
the reproduction of poverty and disadvantage. The study ventured into the exploration of 
familial factors of both educational attainment and occupational prestige as influencing 
factors on female aspirations. As the study evolved, these factors were more specifically 
identified as related or unrelated to career ambition and were considered in conjunction with 
previous research.  
 Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital, has informed much of the work in this study.  As 
previously mentioned the study embraces a concept that people with higher social and 
cultural capital, such as education and higher income, hold higher “standing” in society and 
perpetuate this inter-generationally to maintain that standing.  That is, children from these 
higher societal standings are held to similar expectations of education and career/income to 
support their ongoing status.  Correspondingly, a lesser standing in society, with respect to 
education and income, means that children of such families typically have less capital.  It was 
then reasonable to hypothesise that parents’ social class affected children’s aspirations for the 
future.  More precisely parent’s educational background and occupational prestige were 
identified as having a positive or negative relationship to the career aspirations and outcomes 
of adolescent girls.   
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 Further to this was the inclusion of the secondary school of attendance as another 
possible factor in female adolescents’ educational and future career aspirations.  It, too, could 
be considered as a help or hindrance to the future trajectories of female high school students.  
This led to the study addressing three research questions related to female adolescent 
aspiration and its predictive factors. 
 Once the markers of disadvantage were identified, a quantitative analysis was 
undertaken using a multinomial regression analysis to establish relationships between the 
factors of parents’ education attainment, occupational prestige and the secondary school of 
attendance and the intentions the female high school students had provided.  The outcomes of 
the analysis, found that, in fact, the education level of both mothers and fathers does 
influence the aspirations of female adolescents to aspire to university over TAFE or work 
respectively, when either parent has achieved at year 10 or year 12 education.  A statistical 
correlation was not established between the aspirations of female adolescents and the parent’s 
education, where the parent’s education level was higher than a secondary education (i.e. 
completed TAFE or University). There was also no statistically significant correlation 
between either, the maternal or paternal occupational category and student aspiration. 
However, the school of secondary attendance was shown to be related to the future direction 
of the female students to one of a university education over an unsure future. 
The study has served its purpose in addressing the three research questions. However 
limitations of the study do exist.  Several limitations are highlighted.  These include the 
following: quantitative research design restricts any opportunity to take the analysis deeper 
into what the girls and their families have to say in future; opportunity for a longitudinal 
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study that links SET plans with girls’ career choices five or ten years into the future; further 
opportunity to look more closely into the differences between career education in schools and 
to better understand the school strategies that make the difference; the use of secondary data.  
Such limitations lead to consideration of further research potential related to this topic as 
does the outcomes themselves.   
Although the study has answered the research questions set before it, other factors 
have the potential to be considered in future or additional studies with respect to the career 
aspirations of female adolescents.  The factors evaluated were only a few of the many 
familial factors that could in fact contribute to inspiring teenage girls or creating barriers to 
students’ aspirations.  Investigation into as an influential factor, number of siblings, type of 
family e.g. split or even single parent impacts could all be considered in future investigations.  
Cultural and religious backgrounds or expectations are another direction that could be taken 
when exploring influence on future career aspirations.  
Deeper consideration could be given to the research at hand and the outcomes of this 
study. Scrutinising the same familial factors, however, with more intensity or to a deeper 
level, or considering their combined effect could extend this research further.  Practically, 
this research could be used to inform current school based practices to support those already 
on an aspirational trajectory or overcome disadvantage.  This could be done qualitatively, 
through data gathering involving surveys to establish distinguishing beneficial practices 
towards establishing career directions.  However, it may be more a qualitative or narrative 
approach is needed to establish what processes have led to making one school more effective 
in inspiring female adolescents to aspiration of their career directions. 
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In conclusion, a targeted analysis was undertaken for this study to identify specific 
predictive factors on female high school students educational and career aspirations.  In so 
doing, the study has established critical outcomes that provide insights to the research 
questions, while laying a clear foundation for future or further enquiry.  The outcomes 
suggest, parents and teachers roles in the development of teenage adolescent are most crucial 
as they assist the interpretation of the messages they receive daily from their surroundings; 
media and peers.  Without open and clear communication and the provision of realistic 
expectations, adolescent girls are under a very real threat of becoming victims to the 
inappropriate influences.  Parents and teachers have a joint opportunity, and obligation, to 
overcome both of these; parents to set the children up for success, and; teachers to support 
female adolescents as their relationships with their parents transitions from low level 
responsibility to a more autonomous relationship.
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Appendix A: Likelihood ratio test of entire sample 
 
Effect Model Fitting 
Criteria 
Likelihood Ratio Tests 
-2 Log Likelihood 
of Reduced Model 
χ2 df Sig. 
 
Intercept 
 
Maternal 
Education 
 
Paternal  
Education 
 
Maternal 
Occupation 
 
Paternal  
 Occupation 
 
 
237.963a 
 
246.948 
 
 
250.867 
 
 
242.651 
 
 
247.252 
 
.000 
 
8.984 
 
 
12.904 
 
 
4.687 
 
 
9.288 
 
0 
 
9 
 
 
9 
 
 
9 
 
 
9 
 
. 
 
.439 
 
 
.167 
 
 
.861 
 
 
.411 
p < 0.05 
 
If the sites were considered individually the results from South Coast State High 
School χ2 (9) =23.371, p=0.005 and χ2 (9) = 20.624, p= 0.014 for maternal and paternal 
highest education level attained reflect significance values which are less than or equal to the 
0.05 level of significance utilised and as such the null hypothesis must be rejected meaning 
that the model is different with these independent variables.  That is both maternal and 
 Appendices 127 
paternal education levels have an effect on the career aspiration of girls as identified by their 
intention at SCSHS although it is not yet determined what effect that is.  In comparison the 
NBSHS χ 2 values and respective significance values are all above the 0.05 level of 
significance and as such means the null hypothesis is accepted as is the whole data, refer to 
Appendix A for the likelihood outcomes.  However when the data is treated and analysed as a 
whole, under the multinomial regression analysis significant results are identified with 
respect to maternal and paternal education levels and school as predictors of future intentions. 
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Appendix B- Ethics memo 
I am currently enrolled in a Master’s program within the Faculty of education and propose to 
use data from two Education Queensland secondary Schools. 
The data is to be used has been given permission to be used for educational purposes.  That is 
the data may be used by Education Queensland employees to inform educational 
improvement. The approval is received at enrolment. Data for each child is stored in the 
school in an electronic data base. Records are coded and de-identified. Data over the course 
of a student’s educational period is added to the data base to provide a comprehensive 
overview of the students’ time at a given school. 
Using an access query in the data base can retrieve data without requiring a name or a 
specific identifier.  In my Masters data will be collected on female students only. Categories 
of interest include parental education level and occupation and student statements’ with 
respect to their anticipated pathways for future (categorised).  Accessing this data does not 
require names or ID numbers. The combination of the parameters does not disclose the 
identity of individuals due to the nonspecific nature of the data. 
In conjunction to this I have sought permission from the site principal.  Letter attached. 
Please find below a brief outline of the research to be conducted using this data set.  
My Masters supervisors are Dr. Gordon Tait and Dr. Jo Lampert and I am supported in my 
quantitative analysis by Dr. Sue Walker in the Faculty of Education. 
Thesis Title: 
Girls career aspirations: the impact of parents’ economic and educational status on 
educational and career pathways. 
This research will investigate the relationship between parental socio economic status and 
their daughters’ career aspirations.  Drawing on the theory of cultural capital as articulated by 
Bourdieu and the figures produced by the Bradley report’s investigation of access to higher 
education the main objective of this research is to determine whether there are links between 
family background and the choices girls make when considering their futures. The research is 
conducted through a quantitative approach. The quantitative analysis of data will investigate 
if, in fact, a correlation between student socio economic background and career aspirations 
does exist amongst two groups of young women from Brisbane secondary schools.  The 
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significance of these findings will contribute to future decision making regarding educational 
practices and socio economic backgrounds and to support the Bradley Report target of 20% 
of low socio economic students accessing higher education. 
I trust that this fulfils the basic documentation required by the UHREC in order to fulfil 
ethics requirements in this instance, where the requirement for a full ethics submission is 
waived. 
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